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ASTRONOMY

Meteorites Not So Old

» THE ANCIENT PLANET, from which
were broken all meteorites found on the
earth today, was born less than 60,000,000
years ago.

This nnding, which reduces the relative
age of the parent planet from a top limit
of some 7,600,000,000 years to a mere
60,000,000 years, is reported by Dr. Carl
August Bauer of the University of Michi-
gan in the PuysicaL Review (Aug. 15).

Smaller than the earth, this now-dis-
rupted planet once moved in an orbit be-
tween those of Mars and Jupiter. This is
where the asteroids or minor planets are
found today.

This upper limit on the age of the planet
can be established because the uranium and
thorium contents of the meteorites he
studied are sufficient to produce all of its
helium in only 60,000,000 years.

Cosmic radiation thus produces helium
in meteorites 70 times faster than he had
previously predicted, Dr. Bauer explains.
This is true because, to agree with his new
findings, cosmic radiation has to produce
the helium in 60,000,000 years rather than
in 4,000,000,000 years, as previously esti-
mated.

“This high rate of production of helium

in meteorites, as compared to the calculated
rate just outside the earth’s atmosphere,
may arise from the effect of the sun’s
general magnetic field, as suggested pre-
viously, or from secondary helium-produc-
ing processes that have not been consid-
ered,” Dr. Bauer reports.

The new findings overcome two diffi-
culties:

1. Difference in the helium content of
different fragments of the same meteorite.

2. Difference from point to point within
the same fragment.

Five Bethany meteorites, all located in a
limited region of Great Namaqueland,
Southwest Africa, upon examination were
found to be similar in structure and com-
position. But one has been assigned to a
different meteorite fall because its helium
content is so much greater than the others.

This difference can be more satisfactorily
accounted for by assuming that the helium
was produced by cosmic radiation, Dr.
Bauer explains. In this manner the differ-
ence in the helium contents of the various
fragments would arise from the difference
in their location within the original pre-
atmospheric mass.
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Letters To The Editor

Got Our Bees Mixed

Your answer to Mrs. Glick’s letter (SNL,
Aug. 14) erroneously assigns the role of
wood borers to leaf-cutting bees (Mega-
chile). Certain species do place their leaf
nests in wood burrows previously drilled
by beetle larvae or other insects. Their
activity in removing frass from the holes
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may create the impression that they are
boring into solid wood.

It is advisable not to attribute unwar-
ranted destructiveness to a group of in-
sects essentially beneficial as pollinators.

Carpenter bees, which are often confused
with bumble bees, do drill their nest bur-
rows into wood and may cause structural
damage, especially in tropical areas. How-
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ever, they are good pollinators and should
not be persecuted for any minor damage
they may cause—George E. Bohart, En-
tomologist, Logan, Utah.

Doesn’t Sound Right

If you were comparing a rich man and
a poor man, you certainly would not say
that the poor man was 400 times less rich
than the rich man. In the article “Hun-
dred White Dwarfs” (SNL, Sept. 4), you
use such expressions as “400 times less

luminous,” “35 times smaller,” “40,000
times smaller,” and “25,000 times too
faint” It just does not sound right—

Clarence E. Mange, St. Louis, Mo.
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