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Foreword	
—Are	there	any	questions?	

The	words	resound	cruelly	between	the	hard	walls	of	the	auditorium.	I	draw	away	from	the	
microphone	and	look	out	over	the	audience.	Five	hundred	of	the	planet’s	sharpest	minds	are	
gathered	here,	at	the	Henry	Ford	Building	congress	centre	in	the	German	capital,	Berlin.	The	
occasion	is	the	annual	research	conference	of	the	Meteoritical	Society.	Today’s	topic	is	
stardust.		

And	I,	a	self-taught	rogue,	have	just	told	them	that	they	are	wrong.	All	of	them.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	



The	age	of	dust	
	
	

This	is	not	how	I	thought	it	was	going	to	be.	As	an	ageing	jazz	musician	I	had	envisioned	the	
autumn	of	my	years	swinging	between	exciting	concerts	in	the	great	cities	of	the	world,	an	
ice-cold	beer	just	within	reach.	Now	that	I	know	Barcelona	like	the	back	of	my	hand,	it	ought	
to	be	high	time	to	power	down	and	cash	in,	to	discover	at	long	last	the	whole	world’s	
astonishing	varieties	of	beer,	untroubled	by	the	morning	after.	To	get	to	know	a	new	
generation	of	gypsy	musicians	in	Paris.	But	life	unexpectedly	took	another	direction	and	in	
the	last	decade,	rather	than	music,	I	have	been	keeping	myself	busy	with	something	else	
entirely.	You	may	ask,	therefore:	When	does	the	age	of	dust	actually	occur?			

Is	it	when	the	dust	of	life	settles,	and	you	can	retire	to	the	rocking	chair	on	the	veranda?	Or	a	
long-term	holiday	on	the	Costa	del	Sol?	Or	is	it	when	you	become	a	stickler	for	cleanliness	
and	turn	from	being	a	loony	bohemian	into	a	responsible	citizen?	When	you	begin	to	polish	
your	shoes	and	windows,	dream	about	grandchildren,	and	get	on	first-name	terms	with	the	
hoover?		

My	old	copy	of	the	enyclopedia	informed	me	that	the	age	of	dust	used	to	occur	at	the	age	of	
seventy,	but	times	are	changing.	An	acquaintance	that	had	just	turned	seventy	posted	the	
following	pithy	update	on	Facebook:	‘My	youth	is	over.’	But	the	age	of	dust?	Possibly	not.	

For	my	own	part,	after	a	long	life	on	the	road	as	a	touring	musician	I	was	forced	to	realise	
that	the	age	of	dust	had,	in	a	way,	only	just	reared	its	head.	The	surprise	was	that	this	
unleashed	the	same	tingling	desire,	the	same	uncontrollable	urge	and	energetic	curiosity	
that	the	discovery	of	the	guitar	had	awoken	in	me	nearly	forty	years	earlier.	After	a	life	as	a	
professional	guitarist	with	the	jazz	quartet	Hot	Club	de	Norvège,	desire	now	turned	in	an	
altogether	different	direction.	Once	again,	the	hours	of	the	day	were	suddenly	insufficient	to	
satisfy	a	ravenous	appetite	for	something	I	did	not	entirely	understand,	nor	know	where	it	
would	lead.	Other	than	that,	I	was	in	unknown	territory.	The	sense	that	spring	has	sprung	–	
and,	in	my	fifties,	that	was	exactly	how	the	age	of	stardust	hit	me	–	arrived	like	an	
improbable	gift.	I	let	myself	be	carried	away	on	a	wave	of	anticipation	and	lust.	Dust	became	
my	new	thing.	

Just	why	the	interest	for	dust	had	been	awoken,	and	how	it	might	lead	to	me	having	to	take	
cover	from	enemy	fire	at	the	research	conference	in	Berlin,	needs	some	explanation.	I	could	
not	possibly	have	come	further	from	the	regular	jazz	club	audience.	However,	before	all	this,	
a	chain	of	unforeseen	events	had	relentlessly	pulled	me	ever	deeper	down	a	remote	
sidetrack	in	life,	leading	me	in	to	a	world	that	I	previously	had	no	idea	existed	–	dust	
research.	Dull	words,	with	a	whiff	of	the	molecular	and	an	undertone	of	spider	webs	and	



bureaucracy,	but	that	all	the	same	proved	to	be	an	arena	for	red-hot	passions	and	dizzying	
points	of	view.			

Contrary	to	what	common	sense	would	tell	us,	there	are	still	unexplored	regions	on	the	
map;	places	where	the	instruments	of	scientists	have	yet	to	go.	We	believe	that	everything	
has	been	discovered,	but	naturally	this	is	not	the	case.	There	are	some	great	discoveries	to	
be	made	right	before	our	eyes,	as	we	shall	soon	see,	concealed	only	by	accepted	ways	of	
thinking.	

It	was	a	coincidence	that	first	got	me	looking	at	dust	with	fresh	eyes.	Thereafter,	one	thing	
led	to	another.	Cause	and	effect	followed	one	other	with	ordered	predictability,	right	up	
until	chaos	arose.	Seven	years	of	searching	up	and	down	the	streets	of	some	of	the	world’s	
biggest	cities	resulted	in	a	discovery	that	broke	free	of	old	truths.	The	findings	involved	NASA	
along	the	way,	and	their	most	extreme	consequences	posed	questions	on	how	life	on	Earth	
began,	and	of	where	water	came	from.	So,	I	had	been	called	on	to	the	podium	in	the	form	of	
an	invitation	from	Berlin	in	order	to	present	my	findings	on	street	dust	to	sceptical	scientists	
from	around	the	world.	But,	to	rewind	back	to	the	real	beginning	of	this	story,	we	have	to	
venture	over	to	another	age.	A	long,	long	time	ago.	

The	Earth	does	not	exist.	Out	in	space,	an	old	star	is	on	the	brink	of	death.	After	billions	of	
years,	this	red	giant	has	run	out	of	fuel.	Its	hydrogen	has	been	spent,	fused	into	helium,	but	
now	there	is	no	more	of	that	left	either.	The	sun	has	slowly	swollen	outwards,	devouring	its	
planetary	children.	It	is	a	ripe	old	age,	and	its	powers	are	diminishing.	In	its	cosmic	
neighbourhood	the	star	has	been	a	brutal	dictator.	Everything	that	has	approached	has	been	
dragged	mercilessly	in	to	its	burning	hell	and	obliterated,	but	now,	time	is	up.	The	giant	is	
trembling.	It	cannot	even	carry	its	own	weight.	Beneath	a	sparkling	multitude	of	stars,	it	falls	
apart	in	gravitational	collapse.		

In	the	next	instant	it	turns	itself	inside	out	in	an	explosion	of	stardust.	Its	dying	testament	to	
the	future.	Star	ash	is	slung	out	with	such	great	power	that	it	is	transformed	into	ever-
heavier	elements.	First	carbon	and	oxygen,	then	nickel	and	iron,	and	finally	iridium	and	
platinum.	Now	the	supernova	shoots	out	more	light	than	the	rest	of	the	galaxy	combined.	A	
last	exertion	that	turns	it	into	the	sky’s	most	powerful	object,	before	slowly	burning	out	and	
vanishing.	After	its	death,	its	spectre	sails	beyond,	across	the	cosmos,	like	a	Flying	Dutchman	
on	the	invisible	ocean	of	time.	A	black	hole.			

For	millions	of	years,	the	cloud	of	stardust	continues	onwards	across	the	universe.	We	shall	
follow	one	of	these	individual	specks	of	dust,	a	tiny	little	rock	less	than	a	millimetre	in	size.	
This	mote	of	dust	is	the	book’s	leading	player,	which,	in	spite	of	its	insignificant	size,	will	
eventually	make	big	things	happen.	The	little	mote	still	has	billions	of	years	ahead	of	it	
before	it	becomes	a	sensation,	mentioned	on	the	front	page	of	the	New	York	Times	and	
newspapers	all	over	the	world.	But	the	world	does	not	exist	yet.	Meanwhile,	the	little	mote	



travels	silently	through	space,	steadily	onwards.	An	unassuming	fleck	in	the	infinitely	
immense	universe.	

The	cloud	of	stardust	eventually	encounters	other	cosmic	clouds,	and	a	new	star	is	ignited	in	
the	dust.	A	sun.	With	time,	gravity	organises	the	small	particles	around	the	luminous	centre	
–	a	somewhat	average	second-generation	star.	Our	sun.			

More	than	four	and	a	half	billion	years	later,	the	dust	cloud	revolving	around	the	new	star	
has	packed	itself	into	eight	planets	and	more	than	150	moons.	The	whole	time	the	cosmic	
speck	of	dust	sails	along,	alone.	On	the	third	planet	from	the	centre,	the	water	is	in	liquid	
form	and	here	life	has	evolved	into	a	fantastic	panorama	of	carbon-based	organisms	that	fill	
every	little	nook	in	a	variety	of	landscapes	without	equal	among	all	the	planets	in	the	solar	
system.	At	the	same	time,	evolution	on	the	blue	planet	has	brought	about	highly	specialised	
species	of	every	colour	and	shape;	one	of	these	species	has	relatively	recently	evolved	a	
special	ability	without	obvious	purpose	–	consciousness.	Remnants	from	the	cosmic	dust	
cloud	continue	to	fall	upon	Earth,	messengers	from	the	previous	generation	of	dead	stars.	
For	Homo	sapiens,	who	is	about	to	take	his	first	step	out	into	space,	this	passes	by	unnoticed	
so	long	as	the	stardust	does	not	trail	a	bright	streak	across	the	clear	night	sky.	A	shooting	
star!	A	wish	can	be	fulfilled.	

After	thousands	of	years	on	a	close	collision	course	with	Earth,	the	ancient	speck	of	dust	is	at	
long	last	reeled	in	by	our	planet’s	gravity.	One	day,	in	July	2009,	there	is	no	turning	back.	The	
long	voyage	is	over.	The	rock	tumbles	towards	Earth.	The	friction	with	the	molecules	of	air	it	
encounters	in	the	uppermost	atmosphere	heats	up	the	little	particle	for	the	first	time	since	
the	star’s	explosion	billions	of	years	ago.	Just	as	the	contours	of	land	and	sea	are	revealing	
themselves	eighty	to	a	hundred	kilometres	further	below,	the	stardust	melts	to	a	drop	of	
liquid	rock	rushing	towards	Earth.	A	tiny	little	Icarus,	faster	than	a	bullet.	Down	on	the	
ground,	people	on	their	holidays	are	making	breakfast,	oblivious	to	the	drama	that	is	playing	
out	above	their	heads.	

A	change	occurs	when	the	rock	pellet	melts,	a	differentiation.	Heavier	elements	such	as	iron	
and	nickel	collapse	and	form	a	metallic	core,	while	lighter	elements	such	as	water	and	
carbon	evaporate.	Eventually,	as	the	micrometeorite	approaches	the	ground,	the	
atmosphere	grows	steadily	thicker.	The	increasing	air	resistance	slows	down	the	little	
particle,	which	is	cooling,	beginning	to	recrystallise.	At	the	point	of	solidifying	the	iron	in	the	
pellet	reacts	with	oxygen	in	the	atmosphere,	and	forms	a	beautiful	frosted	crystal	with	
magnetite	on	the	outer	surface.	Finally,	the	long-travelled	particle	falls	towards	the	ground	
like	a	little	streamlined	crystal	ball,	with	no	more	speed	than	the	pull	from	the	force	of	
gravity.		Had	there	been	a	hint	of	a	breeze	the	wind	would	have	blown	the	speck	of	dust	
away.	The	little	fleck	descends	imperceptibly	on	a	hill	by	the	Oslo	fjord.		



On	the	trail	of	the	extraterrestrial	|	
2009	
	

It	is	a	calm	day.	The	sun	is	already	high	up	in	the	blue	sky.	I	am	preparing	a	high	point	of	
summer:	breakfast	out	on	the	veranda	with	a	whole	basket	of	freshly	picked	strawberries.	I	
wipe	down	the	waxed	tablecloth,	hang	up	the	rag,	and	sit	down	at	the	table	to	enjoy	life	and	
the	red	fruits,	catch	the	fragrance	of	pine	and	lovage,	and	listen	to	the	birds.	

Something	is	not	quite	right.	On	the	table	in	front	of	me	lies	a	little	fleck,	sparkling	in	the	
bright	light.	It	wasn’t	there	a	moment	ago.	I	touch	it	with	my	finger.	It	is	rough,	and	hard,	
smaller	than	a	full	stop.	A	small	rock?	Sunbeams	are	reflected	as	if	from	features	on	the	
surface.	Rock,	and	some	metal?		

Might	it	be	something	from	an	aeroplane?	Or	a	bird?	It	is	a	clear	day	and	the	fleck	on	the	
table	must	have	come	from	above.	With	growing	curiosity	I	search	the	internet	and	find	a	
new	article,	The	Classification	of	Micrometeorites.	Could	this	little	rock	be	extraterrestrial?	Is	
this	a	meteorite	from	space	that	has	landed	on	my	breakfast	table?	I	sense	a	hot	wave	of	
adrenaline.	The	little	fleck	gets	put	away	in	a	matchbox	before	I	throw	myself	at	the	
computer	to	look	for	information	on	micrometeorites.	There	is	not	much	to	find,	but	I	drink	
in	every	word,	barely	managing	to	think	of	anything	else.	My	fate	is	sealed	before	the	day	is	
through.	Life	has	taken	a	new	direction	and	I	am	transformed,	by	degrees,	into	a	hunter,	on	
a	lonely	hunt	for	stardust.	

How	is	it	that	one	summer’s	day	in	July,	a	minute,	but	extremely	real	thing	is	suddenly	
blinking	on	the	table	in	front	of	me?	In	broad	daylight,	out	on	the	veranda.		In	a	fraction	of	a	
second	this	microscopic	dot	has	caught	the	attention	of	a	grown	man,	despite	the	presence	
of	a	whole	punnet	of	sun-ripened	strawberries.	Without	me	knowing	it,	this	is	the	moment	
when	all	the	threads,	all	the	experiences	from	everything	I	have	been	through,	gather	up	
into	one	point,	the	eye	of	a	needle	in	time.			

From	this	moment	on,	everything	will	be	different.	Like	a	shift	in	two	geological	periods,	in	
miniature.	Now	the	sum	of	fifty	years	of	curiosity	would	become	pieces	of	a	puzzle	to	which	I	
was	still	oblivious.	Everything	I	carried	around	with	me	would	by	turns	be	brought	out	and	
put	to	use,	like	an	Ash	Lad	on	his	way	to	dumbfound	the	princess.	After	a	long	life	as	a	rock	
collector,	a	musician	and	artist,	it	is	these	experiences	that	will	now	show	me	the	way	
through	a	maze	of	obstacles.	Solving	the	problems	to	come	over	the	next	seven	years	will	
require	a	collection	of	disparate	skills	that	can’t	be	learned	at	school.	It	will	require	setting	
civil	conventions	aside	to	crawl	on	all	fours	like	a	dog	around	the	world’s	metropolises.	



Digging	down	in	the	gutters,	and	casting	off	the	last	remnants	of	acrophobia.	Per	aspera	ad	
astra,	said	the	Romans,	through	hardships	to	the	stars.				

All	of	these	loose	ends	were	now	threaded	through	the	eye	of	the	needle	in	order	to	be	
woven	into	the	puzzles	that	I	was	still	unaware	were	lying	in	wait.	Pull	out	one	thread	and	
the	story	unravels.	I	should	have,	presumably,	ignored	the	little	fleck	on	the	tablecloth,	or	
imagined	that	it	was	just	a	crumb,	a	flyspeck.	In	what	follows	I	will	be	put	to	the	test,	
pilloried,	and	encounter	resistance.	I	will	endure	many	years	of	wandering	in	the	wilderness,	
and	come	close	to	giving	up	absolutely	everything.	Then,	finally	and	quite	unexpectedly,	be	
hailed,	and	be	transformed	from	a	bohemian	jazz	musician	to	a	scientist	at	the	University	of	
Oslo.	All	because	of	a	fleck	on	the	tablecloth	outside	my	cabin.	

But	could	this	little	particle	really	be	from	outer	space?	Maybe.	Or	maybe	not.	There	was	
nobody	who	could	give	me	an	answer.	Had	I	had	the	right	contacts,	if	I	had	known	someone	
in	NASA,	for	example,	I	would	have	got	an	answer.	It’s	their	field,	and	now,	after	the	fact,	I	
know	that	the	message	would	have	been	short	and	sweet.	I	would	have	got	the	same	
answer	that	a	thousand	others	who	have	asked	the	question	before	me	got.	It	is	not	from	
outer	space.	But	I	didn’t	know	anyone	at	NASA.	Blissfully	ignorant,	I	continued	trying	to	
figure	it	out;	curiosity	would	not	leave	me	in	peace.	I	simply	had	to	try	to	find	out,	but	how	
do	you	go	about	finding	things	out	anyway?	By	looking	for	more	information,	naturally,	more	
knowledge	than	you	already	have,	and	the	obvious	way	to	do	this	in	our	time	is	by	searching	
the	internet.	I	threw	myself	eagerly	at	the	computer,	but	there	was	nothing	concrete	on	
micrometeorites.	Nothing	more	than	they	had	been	proven	to	exist	at	the	South	Pole	and	in	
space,	but	that	otherwise	it	was	impossible	to	find	them.	The	Yeti,	mermaids	and	unicorns,	
perhaps,	but	not	stardust.	I	still	belong,	however	precariously,	to	the	last	generation	who	
grew	up	without	the	internet	and,	thinking	perhaps	that	the	little	information	that	there	was	
on	micrometeorites	had	failed,	for	one	reason	or	another,	to	find	its	way	on	to	the	web,	I	
thought	I	would	try	a	different	method.	I	took	pains	to	ask	experienced	geologists,	and	
trawled	the	libraries	and	the	new	and	used	bookstores,	utterly	without	success.	Not	quite	
everything	can	be	found	in	the	library,	on	the	internet,	or	indeed	even	has	an	answer.	Art	
and	research	are,	in	this	way,	two	sides	of	the	same	coin.	As	soon	as	you	move	off	the	
beaten	path	you	have	to	find	your	own	way,	putting	the	sensory	apparatus	to	work	and	
trusting	the	empirical	data.	

I	was	not	completely	new	to	research,	or	to	pure	empirical	methods.	When	my	interest	in	
the	French	guitarist	Django	Reinhardt	(1910–53)	began	more	than	forty	years	ago,	and	I	
wanted	to	learn	more	about	his	eccentric	music,	there	was	no	information	to	be	had	
anywhere.		Reference	books	had	still	not	discovered	this	brilliant	gypsy.	Older	musicians	had	
probably	heard	rumours	of	him	from	the	old	days,	and	had	perhaps	listened	to	some	old	
‘platters’,	and	in	my	first	year	as	a	street	musician	on	Oslo’s	main	thoroughfare	I	met	several	
older	people	who	had	seen	Django	in	concert,	thirty	years	earlier.	But	there	was	no	useful	



information	for	anyone	who	wanted	to	dig	deeper.	There	was	only	one	thing	that	could	be	
done:	to	seek	out	sources,	ad	fontes.	

The	first	time	I	went	to	Paris	was	in	1978.	Django	would	have	been	sixty-eight	years	old,	and	
it	is	easy	to	imagine	the	ageing	guitarist	at	full	tilt.	Musicians	who	have	nothing	to	fall	back	
on	would	rather	not	fall	backwards,	but	the	guitarist	with	the	thin	moustache	had	left	the	
world	twenty-five	years	earlier,	at	the	age	of	forty-three.	To	find	out	more	about	Django	the	
guitar	phenomenon,	I	began	visiting	the	French	capital.	I	saved	money	and	travelled	there	as	
often	as	the	budget	would	allow,	but	it	wasn’t	often	enough.	I	asked	an	old	friend,	Otto	
Haug,	who	was	an	incurable	Francophile	already	living	in	Paris,	what	the	cheapest	way	to	
travel	there	was.	Since	I	was	flat	broke,	I	seriously	considered	cycling	there.	Otto	answered	
that	bicycles	are	good,	trains	are	better,	but	most	of	all	one	ought	to	think	how	fantastic	the	
city	is,	and	crawl	on	one’s	knees	like	a	pilgrim.	I	was	definitely	a	kind	of	pilgrim	for	Django’s	
music,	but	scraped	together	enough	money	for	an	Interrail	ticket.	The	journey	took	almost	
three	days	and,	after	five	national	borders	and	extensive	passport	controls,	the	train	slipped	
in	through	the	morning	haze	to	Gare	du	Nord.	In	Paris	it	was	possible	to	track	down	several	
of	Django’s	former	accompanists	and	relatives	quite	simply	by	hitting	the	directory	in	the	
nearest	telephone	booth.		Most	of	the	musicians	were	still	in	full	swing	and	could	therefore	
still	be	found	out	and	about	in	the	jazz	clubs.	

The	guitarist	Matelo	Ferré	was	especially	enthusiastic	that	a	youth	from	the	cold	north	was	
interested	in	learning	more	about	this	Parisian	guitar	music,	for	in	Paris	it	had	been	long	
forgotten.	He	wanted	much	more	than	simply	to	tell	stories	about	his	old	friend	Django.	
Ferré,	who	was	still	playing	at	the	Russian	cabarets	in	the	evenings,	was	a	little	sceptical	
towards	the	restaurants	in	the	city,	so	invited	me	home.	With	time	I	got	to	know	his	whole	
family.	To	begin	with	I	knew	almost	no	French,	but	spoke	a	little	Spanish,	so	I	had	to	teach	
myself	this	new	language	in	record	time,	dictionary	in	hand,	just	to	be	able	to	understand	
what	Matelo	was	saying,	to	find	out	something	about	the	enigmatic	Django	Reinhardt.	
Sometimes	you	have	to	take	a	detour	to	find	the	quickest	way	forward.	This	would	come	to	
be	a	useful	experience,	thirty	years	later,	in	the	hunt	for	stardust.	

The	old	gypsy	recounted	fantastic	stories	about	how	he	had	met	Django	as	a	thirteen-year-
old,	during	la	belle	époque,	the	Roaring	Twenties.	Matelo	and	his	two	brothers	Baro	and	
Sarane	had	moved	in	to	rue	Damrémont	83,	up	in	Montmartre,	coincidentally	the	same	
doorway	as	Reinhardt,	six	years	older.	In	the	afternoons	the	brothers	were	allowed	to	sit	in	
his	room	while	Django	laid	on	his	back	on	the	bed	and	played	guitar.	That	sounds	quite	
relaxing,	perhaps,	but	in	practice	it	is	almost	impossible	to	play	guitar	on	your	back.		The	
explanation	was	dramatic.	A	year	earlier,	2	November	1928,	Django	had	been	caught	in	a	fire	
in	the	caravan	he	lived	in	and	was	extremely	badly	burned.	He	had	been	laid	in	hospital	for	
almost	half	a	year,	most	of	the	time	on	his	back	without	being	able	to	turn	over.	The	entire	
left	side	of	his	body	was	severely	injured	by	the	fire,	and	the	doctors	wanted	to	amputate	his	
leg.	The	left	hand,	his	fret	hand,	was	severely	crippled.	Django	nevertheless	decided	to	try	to	



keep	playing	the	guitar	–	in	any	case,	he	had	nothing	else	to	fall	back	on.	In	the	space	of	a	
year	he	managed	to	train	up	the	mobility	in	two	of	the	fingers	and	the	thumb.	With	his	
damaged	hand,	Django	Reinhardt	had	to	find	new	ways	around	the	neck	of	the	guitar,	new	
ways	of	playing,	and	the	result	almost	goes	against	nature.	No	other	guitarist	has	ever	even	
come	close	to	Django’s	vigorous	yet	sensitive	tone.	Insofar	as	he	used	only	two	fingers,	they	
eventually	became	extremely	strong	and	could	shape	the	guitar’s	tone	like	no	one	else	
before	him.	There	is	still	nobody	else	who	is	able	to	copy	Django’s	forceful	vibrato.	He	was	
laid	on	his	back	for	the	entire	period	of	his	convalescence	after	the	burn	injuries,	and	he	kept	
it	up	in	the	years	that	followed,	Matelo	Ferré	told	me.	Both	he	and	his	brothers	eventually	
became	rhythm	guitarists	in	Django’s	legendary	Le	Quintette	du	Hot	Club	de	France.	Later,	
the	old	gypsy	would	tell	me	about	his	oldest	brother	Baro’s	remarkable	waltzes.	

Music	in	3/4	time	has	a	special	place	in	the	French	soul.	There	is	perhaps	no	music	as	
Parisian	as	Edith	Piaf	and	the	old	musette	waltzes.	There	is	an	unbroken	line	stretching	from	
Frédéric	Chopin	and	his	six	concerts	in	Paris	to	the	legendary	accordionists	of	the	twentieth	
century.	The	harmonica	player	Toots	Thielemans	said,	‘where	we	come	from,	the	musette	is	
the	blues,’	and	when	jazz	first	arrived	its	syncopated	phrasing	quickly	became	part	of	the	
musette	waltz.	A	very	young	Django	accompanied	the	great	singers	and	accordionists	of	the	
age	at	dancehalls	on	his	five-string	banjo,	and	it	was	said	that	no	one	could	follow	a	soloist’s	
slightest	pointer	like	him.	But,	after	the	war,	when	bebop	jazz	arrived	with	its	more	
demanding	rhythms	and	harmonies,	Matelo’s	older	brother,	the	guitarist	Baro	Ferré,	wanted	
to	incorporate	it	into	the	French	waltzes.	Baro,	which	means	‘great’	in	the	Roma	gypsy	
language,	composed	a	dozen	bebop	waltzes	and,	in	1947,	organised	a	demo	recording	in	a	
studio.	The	recording	went	well,	but	the	record	producer,	Charles	Delaunay,	was	shocked.	
This	was	‘far	too	avant-garde’	to	be	released,	so	the	recordings	were	placed	in	the	archives.	
Baro	Ferré	was	a	disappointed	man,	hung	his	guitar	up	on	the	wall,	and	made	his	way	as	a	
gangster	in	the	Parisian	underworld.			

Twenty	years	down	the	line,	a	string	of	American	jazz	musicians	had	nevertheless	begun	
playing	in	3/4	time:	Miles	Davis,	Horace	Silver	and	Frank	Zappa	were	all	doing	it,	and	this	
pricked	up	the	ears	of	the	French	producer.	He	remembered,	far	back,	that	he	had	heard	a	
French	guitarist	who	had	been	doing	something	similar,	but	it	had	been	a	long	time	since	
anybody	had	laid	eyes	on	Baro.	Was	he	still	alive?	Delaunay	managed	to	track	down	the	
eccentric	guitarist,	who	was	now	running	a	clandestine	bar	called	La	Lanterne	where	no	one	
got	in	without	an	invitation.	All	the	same,	he	let	himself	be	persuaded	to	record	the	waltzes	
again,	this	time	dressed	up	in	the	hippest	sounds	of	the	time,	drums	and	the	Hammond	
organ.	For	the	second	time	the	recording	went	well,	in	spite	of	Baro	now	being	an	older	man	
with	fingers	less	acrobatic	than	they	had	been	when	he	was	playing	with	Django.	During	the	
summer	of	love	in	1967,	the	limited	edition	LP	Swing	valses	d’hier	et	d’aujourd’hui,	‘Swing	
waltzes	from	yesterday	and	today’	came	out	in	Paris.		But	the	record	fell	on	deaf	ears.	Those	
who	liked	modern	music	found	waltzes	out-dated,	and	those	who	liked	traditional	waltzes	



found	Baro	Ferré’s	avant-garde	interpretation	impenetrable.	He	went	to	his	grave	a	bitter	
man	shortly	thereafter,	unheralded	by	the	French	press	and	the	world	of	music.	

The	story	might	have	ended	here,	if,	a	further	twenty	years	later,	I	hadn’t	tripped	over	the	
old	recordings	of	Baro’s	waltzes	in	a	dusty	warehouse	in	Paris	and	got	his	brother	Matelo’s	
permission	to	reissue	the	music	on	CD.	And	this	time,	forty	years	after	the	first	recording,	it	
was	a	blistering	success.	The	release	of	the	record	was	received	with	gushing	reviews	in	the	
biggest	French	newspapers,	and	the	shops	made	sure	that	they	had	it	in	stock.	Today	these	
fantastic	waltzes	have	become	a	repertoire	of	standards	for	a	new	generation	of	Django	
interpreters	the	world	over,	and	the	great	Baro	Ferré	is	celebrated	as	one	of	the	pioneers	of	
the	jazz	guitar.	The	outcome	of	several	years	of	pilgrimage	to	Paris	was	that	I	got	first	hand	
accounts	direct	at	source	before	the	old	music	vanished	forever.	Pure	empirical	research	is	
the	foundation	upon	which	all	art	and	science	can	be	built.	

Eventually	I	too	got	access	to	the	internet,	but	when	I	began	to	look	for	information	on	
micrometeorites,	thirty	years	after	the	first	trips	to	Paris,	there	weren’t	many	facts	to	be	
found.	And	besides,	those	that	were	seemed	to	be	confusing	and	contradictory.	I	had	to	put	
all	my	experience	of	source	evaluation,	research	and	empiricism	to	use	in	order	to	get	
anywhere.	Most	of	the	sources	on	the	internet	agreed	that	micrometeorites	are	less	than	
two	millimetres	in	diameter,	principally	made	up	of	the	minerals	wüstite	and	magnetite;	that	
they	are	teardrop-shaped	and	that	they,	by	definition,	are	to	be	found	in	the	Antarctic.	After	
that,	agreement	comes	to	an	end.	The	article	on	Wikipedia	is	illustrated	with	a	black-and-
white	photograph	of	a	porous	rock,	two	millimetres	in	diameter,	with	a	structure	somewhat	
like	the	inside	of	a	farmhouse	loaf.	At	the	same	time	there	is	reference	to	so-called	spherules	
–	microscopic	melted	pellets,	covered	in	shiny	metal,	and	glassy	beads.	What	was	it	that	I	
should	really	be	looking	for?	Was	it	country	bread,	melted	metal,	or	glass?	All	of	it	boiled	
down	to	three	elemental	questions	that	had	to	be	answered	if	it	was	going	to	be	at	all	
possible	to	find	micrometeorites:	What	do	they	look	like?	What	are	they	made	of?	And	how	
big	are	they?	I	had	none	of	the	answers.	

As	a	starting	point	to	acquire	knowledge	on	cosmic	dust	particles,	the	academic	paper	The	
Classification	of	Micrometeorites	(2008)	by	lead	author	Matthew	Genge	is	a	refreshing	oasis	
in	a	desert	of	details	and	delusion.	And	it	is	freely	available	on	the	internet.	It	has	lately	been	
complemented	by	the	paper	Micrometeorites	(2015),	by	lead	author	Luigi	Falco.	I	will	
eventually	come	back	to	these	two	researchers	as	both	are	woven	into	the	story.	Both	of	
their	publications	are	good	summaries	of	what	is	known	about	micrometeorites	today.	Here	
the	quantity	of	micrometeorites	that	fall	on	Earth	is	estimated	to	be	around	a	hundred	
tonnes	a	day,	an	enormous	amount,	equivalent	to	two	big	truckloads	of	sand.		While	well	
aware	that	this	doesn’t	quite	live	up	to	the	level	of	reason	in	those	academic	papers,	I	
imagine	a	slow	line	of	heavy	vehicles	out	among	the	stars	in	the	Milky	Way.	When	they	enter	
the	Earth’s	gravitational	field,	their	loads	tip	carefully	downwards	like	cosmic	rain,	as	the	
Earth	turns.	A	day	later,	the	next	load	takes	over,	a	hundred	new	tonnes,	in	a	continuous	



stream,	from	the	dawn	of	time	and	out	into	eternity.		Dispersed	over	all	the	world’s	surface,	
this	equates	to	a	tiny	fleck	in	every	square	metre,	every	year.	This	means	that	in	Norway	
alone,	roughly	twenty-two	tonnes	of	cosmic	dust	fall	every	year,	or	sixty-two	kilos	every	day,	
or	over	two	and	a	half	kilos	every	hour!	If	only	a	thousandth	of	this	could	be	retrieved	it	
would	open	a	window	back	to	the	dawn	of	the	solar	system,	and	science	would	gain	access	
to	a	unique	research	material.	Every	single	cosmic	grain	of	dust	that	can	be	retrieved	on	
Earth	can	offer	new	insights	into	the	cosmos	and	the	prevailing	conditions	when	the	solar	
system	came	to	be.	

Magnetite	and	wüstite,	the	two	minerals	that	the	literature	tells	us	micrometeorites	are	
made	of,	are	iron	oxides.	Both	are	magnetic.	This	is	an	important	point	because	the	famous	
needle	in	the	haystack	could,	effectively,	be	pulled	out	if	only	one	had	a	magnet.	The	mineral	
magnetite	is	incredibly	common,	and	I	knew	that	from	the	very	beginning.	It	is	the	most	
magnetic	of	all	natural	minerals	and	can	be	found	everywhere	on	Earth,	occurring	in	natural	
abundance	in	Norway,	a	country	of	mountains.	There	is	usually	a	good	deal	of	magnetite	in	
most	types	of	sand,	so	if	you	travel	out	into	the	Sahara	to	take	magnetic	dust	samples,	miles	
from	anywhere,	it	shouldn’t	surprise	you	if	you	come	home	with	a	big	haul.	I	have	tried,	
twice.	But	if	the	micrometeorites	are	also	made	of	magnetite,	how	can	one	then	separate	
the	terrestrial	kind	from	the	extraterrestrial?	This	question	took	six	years	of	systematic	
hunting	to	find	the	surprising	answer	to,	and	we	will	come	back	to	it	later.		

The	other	iron	oxide,	wüstite,	I	had	not	heard	about.	It	seemed	to	be	a	type	of	clear	rust	that	
can	occur	at	especially	high	temperatures,	for	example	in	blast	furnaces	or	in	welding.	The	
mineral	wüstite	also	has	some	peculiar	characteristics.	If	it	is	formed	at	especially	low	
temperatures	it	loses	its	magnetic	properties	and	can	no	longer	be	attracted	by	magnets.	It	
is	also	found	as	a	metallic	layer	on	certain	large	iron	meteorites;	it	has	not,	however,	been	
known	to	occur	naturally	in	Norway.	

I	reasoned	that	if	I	searched	with	a	magnet	on	hard,	skyward-facing	surfaces	that	had	
gathered	deposits	over	many	years,	it	would	presumably	be	possible	to	find	stardust	–	the	
magnetic	kind,	in	any	case.	So	I	went	to	a	chain	of	hardware	stores	to	buy	the	most	powerful	
magnet	they	had.	It	was	a	disc-shaped	thing	made	of	the	strongly	magnetic	element	
neodym,	four	centimetres	in	diameter.	There	was	a	hook	screwed	in	to	the	centre	that	could	
function	as	a	handle.	The	magnet	was	said	to	be	able	to	hold	twenty-five	kilos	and	was	
definitely	not	the	type	of	thing	you	keep	in	your	pocket	with	your	mobile	and	your	bankcard.	

It	was	still	summer	and	I	was	at	the	cabin	in	Brevik	on	the	Bunne	fjord,	where	the	little	fleck	
had	appeared	on	the	tablecloth	a	few	weeks	earlier.		Along	the	area’s	back	roads	I	tried	to	
imagine	where	the	particles	could	have	gathered	over	time.	Rainwater	and	wind	effectively	
sort	the	gravel	according	to	size	and	weight,	and	I	thought	that	if	micrometeorites	are	from	
zero	to	two	millimetres	in	size	I	could	aim	for	somewhere	in	the	middle.	So,	I	assumed	that	
what	it	was	I	was	hunting	for	could	be	a	‘silver-coloured	metal	pellet	about	one	millimetre	in	
diameter’.	Could	rocks	of	this	size	have	so	far	remained	undiscovered?		



Brevik	in	Northern	Frogn	is	a	quiet	and	peaceful	place.	I	didn’t	need	to	wait	long	until	there	
was	nobody	in	the	immediate	vicinity	and,	squatting	down	at	the	side	of	the	road	with	the	
magnet	in	a	plastic	bag,	pushed	it	lightly	down	into	the	road	dust.	There	were	plenty	of	
magnetic	particles	that	came	back	up	with	it,	sitting	in	a	dark,	filthy	ring	of	dust	on	the	
outside	of	the	bag,	just	where	the	magnetic	field	was	strongest.	But	how	much	of	this	was	
extraterrestrial?	It	was	with	mixed	feelings	that	I	bent	down	along	the	dusty	roadside	with	
my	magnet.	One	thing	was	my	uncontrollable	curiosity.	Happy	children	throwing	frightened	
glances	my	way	as	they	walked	past	was	quite	another.	What	was	I	up	to?	After	a	while	the	
haul	had	got	so	big	that	the	dust	had	to	be	emptied	into	a	little	box.	The	sampling	continued,	
but	I	didn’t	have	a	microscope	to	hand	at	the	cabin	so	I	couldn’t	take	a	closer	look	at	things.	
A	few	weeks	later,	however,	the	holidays	were	over	and	I	came	back	to	Oslo	with	a	double-
reinforced	shopping	bag	filled	with	road	dust.	The	family	were	a	touch	disturbed	by	this	
folly,	not	least	because	it	was	spreading	itself	in	a	fine	layer	of	sand	everywhere	I	took	it,	no	
matter	how	discreetly	I	tried	to	keep	it	at	bay.	But,	when	daily	life	returned,	and	as	soon	as	
the	others	were	out	of	the	house,	I	took	out	my	microscope	and	began	looking	for	
millimetre-sized	silver	balls	from	space.	

For	musicians	of	limited	means,	and	others	with	periodically	strained	relationships	with	their	
creditors,	there	is	comfort	to	be	found	in	geology.	I	grew	up	collecting	rocks.	Initially	it’s	
nothing	more	than	first-hand	knowledge	of	the	processes	that	shape	our	planet,	mountains	
and	valleys,	crystals	and	fossils,	until	a	soothing	perspective	of	time	asserts	itself,	and	a	
reassuring	haze	rubs	away	at	the	sharp	edges	of	existence.	As	your	personal	best-before	
date	draws	ever	closer,	you	can	luckily	while	away	the	anxiety	by	situating	a	mere	fragment	
in	the	geological	periods	and	their	associated,	dramatic	mass	extinctions.	Time	after	time,	
life	on	Earth	has	fished	itself	out	of	a	tight	spot	by	the	skin	of	its	teeth,	on	the	brink	of	the	
annihilation	of	all	living	creatures,	and	more	than	once	the	threat	has	come	from	space.	
Even	the	gruesome	lizard	king,	Tyrannosaurus	rex,	was	forced	to	bite	the	dust	after	a	meteor	
strike	in	Yucatán	sixty-six	million	years	ago,	passing	the	world	on	to	some	wretched	creepy-
crawly	which,	on	the	next	go	around,	turned	into	we	humans.	

The	proudest	of	mountain	ranges	are	nibbled	at	relentlessly	by	the	teeth	of	time,	one	speck	
of	dust	after	another,	and	end	up	as	little	more	than	bottom	sediment,	before	the	seabed	
itself	is	swallowed	ruthlessly	by	the	Earth’s	innards.	An	inferno	of	melting	rock	and	metal.	
Here,	the	former	seabed	becomes	the	raw	material	for	new	volcanoes	and	moving	
continents,	plunging	blindly	into	each	other,	being	forced	up	into	new	mountain	ranges	
higher	than	the	Himalaya.	An	unending	spiral	of	breakdown	and	renewal.	From	this	
perspective,	an	unexpected	invoice	turns	out	a	little	less	threatening.		

Or,	if	we	take	the	Big	Bang,	and	dwell	a	little	on	the	billions	of	stars	that	are	continuously	
being	born,	die	and	revived.	Gigantic,	burnt	out	suns	that	explode	while	they	spray	out	
fountains	of	stardust.	How	dizzying	is	it	to	think	that	such	a	dust	cloud	can	begin	to	rotate	
and	ignite	a	new	star	with	planets,	moons	and	life?	We	are	made	of	stardust,	and	live	on	a	



little,	blue	fleck.	Here	life	unfolds,	in	desire	and	distress	on	an	almost	invisible	membrane,	
thinner	than	the	skin	of	an	apple.	Below	us	there	is	glowing	lava,	above	us	nothing.	Life’s	
balancing	act	is	delicate.	There	is,	in	fact,	room	for	nothing	else	other	than	friendship.	

	

	

	

	

	
	


