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Letters

Youthful perspective

Since the Crab Nebula, the remnant of a
supernova observed in 1054, is about 5,000
light-years from Earth (and is thus only about
6,000 years old), how can Cassiopeia A, about
9,000 light-years from Earth (and thus at least
9,000 years old), be “the youngest known
[supernova] remnant in the Milky Way”
(“Topsy-turvy world of Cassiopeia A" SN:
1/29/94, p.77)?

C. G. Justus
Huntsville, Ala.

Astronomers date supernovas according to the
time at which their birth would have been
witnessed from Earth. That way, a supernova
that astronomers are observing in its youth is
actually labeled young. If supernovas were dated
according to the actual time of their explosive
birth in their home galaxy, a supernova that
appears young to us might be labeled elderly.

—R. Cowen

MARCH 26, 1994

One small misstep

In “Fossil Whale Feet: A Step in Evolution”
(SN: 1/15/94, p.36), you made one tiny error.
One of the researchers suggested that Ambu-
locetus, the recently discovered four-footed
whale, “may have walked by dragging its body
as sea lions do.” I think he meant as seals do.
Sea lions really do walk.

Granted, compared to the casual, insouciant
trot of a coyote, a sea lion’s progress is pretty
laughable. But sea lions do manage to get the
job done.

This is a minor matter, I know. However, I am
a frequent hobnobber with pinnipeds, and I
feel it is my duty to make sure they are not
misrepresented.

Matt Hinton
Trinidad, Calif

In discussing the process of evolution, you
appear to have reversed the cause and effect of
this natural process.

It is not accurate to say that a species or
population of a species was “forcing their
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bodies to undergo a profound evolutionary
transformation.” This implies a collective
awareness and understanding of the evolution-
ary process and an ability to control it in order
to pursue a collective goal. I doubt that even
humans could achieve that!

The reverse of what the article implies is
what actually transformed land mammals into
whales. Their bodies underwent an evolution-
ary change that forced these carnivores to give
up their dry lifestyle. That change presumably
resulted from pressure from contemporary
species that occupied a similar ecological
niche and the elimination of carnivorous
aquatic reptiles a few million years earlier.

Over time, the terrestrial competition and
the vacancy in the aquatic carnivorous niche
favored random mutations that made possible
a more aquatic lifestyle. Individuals with
aquatic traits now had a survival advantage,
which was reinforced by the ecological feed-
back.

Harold Moritz
Middletown, Conn.
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