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The diminishing planets

I enjoyed your article ‘‘The Three-Star
Solar System (Almost)’’ (SN: 1/17/76, p.
42) especially because it is consistent with
the research I'm doing. The article states that
the once sharp distinction between planets
and stars is diminishing. You refer mostly
to Jupiter and Saturn as being starlike be-
cause of their immense size and their com-
position of hydrogen and helium. I'd like
to take it a step further and suggest that the
terrestrial protoplanets also were approxi-
mately the same size, if not larger than, and
had a similar composition to that of Jupiter
and Saturn today. If this was true, than the
terrestrial protoplanets must have evolved
similarly to Jupiter and Saturn although at
a more rapid rate, being that their outer
surfaces were boiled off by the sun. This
suggests the probability that the protoplanets
also, because of their immense size, had
cores of degenerate matter, as you mention
Jupiter does. If this be the case, planetary
cores of degenerate matter may better ex-
plain the magnetic fields, especially if
they’re still at superconducting tempera-
tures. The planet Mercury is a prime ex-
ample since the dynamo effect doesn’t apply
because of its slow rate of rotation.

The questions that I’m interested in are:

Did the protoplanets have cores of degen-
erate matter? Did it remain in a degenerate
state or go back to a normal state? If it
remained in a degenerate state, by what
mechanism: The pressure from the remain-
ing matter that wasn’t boiled off, from a
strong magnetic field possibly at supercon-
ducting temperatures, or a combination of
both?

At any rate, Jupiter and Saturn shouldn’t
be celebrated alone as nearing stardom; the
terrestrial protoplanets, one of which we
now walk upon, were as close if not closer
to being stars than the overrated gas giants
that exist in our solar system today.

Kenneth R. Oexmann
University Without Walls
New York University
Geology Department
New York, N.Y.

The Litek light

After reading your March 20th issue’s
Technology Notes, I couldn’t help but feel
twinges of cynicism about the possibilities
of having the energy-saving ‘Litek’’ lamp
in my home within the next two years.

Hopefully, the U.S. government will pre-
vent this invention from being bought by big

business or railroaded into the slow court
process of patent contests

We all could use help in saving energy.

Lawrence Dykas

Rockaway, N.J.

Placebo Factors

Re: ‘“Who Responds Best to Placebos?’’
(SN: 3/20/76, p. 182), if I may be allowed
one Aristotelian postulation, I would guess
that the key factor in whether or not one
responds to placebos is the degree of cer-
tainty in one’s life. Of course, persons in
positions of responsibility for decision mak-
ing (professionals) or persons subject to an
uncertain environment (farmers) are most
likely to be looking for an ‘‘answer’’ that
makes everything alright and relieves them
of their unending confrontation with uncer-
tainty. What’s more, ‘‘knowledge’’ and
‘‘sophistication’’ have never, to my knowl-
edge, provided any protection or relief from

deeper emotional needs.
Horace H. Allen Jr.
Philadelphia, Pa.

Left hand of life

In reference to your article, ‘‘Physics and
the Left Hand of Life’’ (SN: 11/29/75, p.
340), I would like to call attention to some
well-known aspects of materials science.
Nucleation and growth are separable phe-
nomena. If the whole world were made of
the proper sterile liquid culture medium, and
one living cell were dropped in, in a geo-
logic instant the whole world would be
transformed by that organism.

If ancient seas of amino acid soup existed
for any appreciable geologic time, then the
time for the probably nucleation of one piece
of organic material exhibiting the property
of reproducing itself must be comparably
large. In essence, the nucleation rate of
primordial bits of life is infinitesimal when
compared to propagation rates of cellular
organisms. Even if primordial cells repro-
duced themselves millions of times slower
than modern cells, the first cell and its off-
spring would almost certainly inherit the
earth before the second independently nu-
cleated cell appeared.

This line of reasoning suggests that the
probability of life starting left or right
handed is equal, but that the first form to
appear would be the only form to appear
and would be the lone precursor to all future
life.

Jack Goodstein
Seattle, Wash.
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