
Asteroids are rocky fragments lef t  over from the formation 
of the solar system about 4.6 billion years ago. Most of 
these chunks of ancient space rubble, sometimes referred to 
by scientists as minor planets, can be found orbiting the Sun 
in a belt between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. This region 
is called the Asteroid Belt or Main Belt and probably contains 
mllllons of asteroids. 

In February 2001, the Shoemaker-NEAR 
saacecraft touched down on asterold -
~ ' r o s  after t r a n s m ~ t t m ~  69 closeup 
Images of the surface durlng ~ t s  descent :,$A* *r: 

While observing asteroid Ida in 1993, 
the Galileo spacecraft discovered 
a tiny moon. Sclentlsts named 
tjqlit $ vll~tv "llartvl " 
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Earth, our home planet, is the third planet from the Sun. It 
is the f i f th largest planet in our solar system. It is the only 
planet we know of where life exists. Earth has hundreds of 
names in many languages. It has one moon. 

In some ways, Earth is similar to Mercury, Venus and Mars. 
They are all hard, rocky planets. All four have meteor 
impact craters, mountains and valleys. But Earth is differ- 
ent in very important ways. Most of our planet is covered 
with water. The air is made of nitrogen, oxygen and a little 
carbon dioxide-just right for us to  breathe. Earth is home 
to people, plants and animals because it has both water 
and the right kind of atmosphere. 
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"	The fifth planet from the Sun. Jupiter is the most massive 
planet in bur solar system, and in com 
small star. In fact. i f  Juoiter had been 
hundred times m o b  makive. it m u l d  have brom; a star I

-=: 	 rather than a planet. One of the most prominent 
visible features of Jupiter is 

iSme largest planetary m o o n , a W t s  .Y 
own magnetic field. Liquid oceans may li 
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Mercury, named for the fast-footed Roman messenger of 
the gods, i s  the closest planet to  the Sun. Doing justice to  
i ts name, Mercury circles the Sun in a mere 88  days, com- 
pared to 365 days for Earth, and travels through space a t  
nearly 50 kilometers (31 miles) per second, faster than any 
other planet in the solar system. Mercury's surface temper- 
atures range from a scorching467 degrees Celsius (872 
dearees Fahrenheit) to a bone-chillina.183 degrees Celsius 
(-300degrees Fahrenheit). 
Although Mercury has very l l t t le 
atmosphere, sclentlsts have found 
water Ice lnslde deep craters a t  the 
north and south poles of this hot 
l i t t le globe. 

Mercury has been visited by only one s l  
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? Earth's only natural satellite is smaller than four other moons 
in the solar system, yet i t  is larger than the planet Pluto. 
More than 70 spacecraft have been sent to the Moon and 12 
astronauts have walked upon its surface. The presence of 
the Moon stabilizes ~ar th 's  wobble. over billions of years, 
the Earth's stable ssin made for a stable climate that mav 
have influenced the'deve~o~ment and growth of life here.' 
From Earth, we see the same face of the Moon all the time 
because the Moon rotates just once on its own axis in very 
nearly the same time that it travels once around Earth. This 
is known as "synchronous rotation." 
This false-color image was taken 

e Galileo spacecraft in order 
Ip scientists interpret various 

r surface soil compositions. 
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Most of the time Neptune is the eighth planet from our Sun. 
Sometimes Pluto's odd orbit brings i t  closer to the Sun and 
for a few years Neptune is the most distant planet. It is 
also most likely the windiest planet in the solar system. 
Winds tear through the clouds at more than 1,200 mph 
(2,000 kph). The winds blew Neptune's Gr ark Spot 
-a storm as b i t  as Earth-across the planet%O mph 4
(1,100 kph). That spot has since disappeared. A new onc 
appeared briefly in the planet's opposite hemisphe 
Neptune has many moons and 
even a faint set of rings. The 
largest moon, Triton, is larger 
and colder than Pluto. 
Voyager 2 discovered active 
eevsers on Triton. 
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aking248 years to  orbit the Sun, Pluto is the smallest a 
most distant planet from the Sun. It is only about two-thi 
the size of our Moon. Pluto is sometimes considered a 
double planet system because i ts moon, Charon, is about 
half Pluto's size, making Charon the largest satellite in the 
solar system in proportion to  the size of i ts  planet. 
T h o u ~ h  Pluto was discovered in 1930, Charon wasn't 
detected until 1978. That is because Charon i s s o  close to 
Pluto that they are typically blurred together when viewed 

through ground.based telescopes. 
This is the clearest photo yet tak 
of Pluto and Charon, as revealed 
by NASA's Hubble Space Telescope. 

To date, Pluto is the only planet il
SOlalsysre ...... : - : L - d  L.. "-'.-
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Saturn, the sixth planet from the Sun, is the most distant of 
the five planets known to ancient stargazers. In 1611, 
Italian Galileo Galilei was the first astronomer to gaze at 
Saturn through a telescope. Like Jupiter, Uranus, and 
Neptune, Saturn is a gas giant. I t  is made mostly of helium 
and hydrogen. Saturn's ring system is  the most extensive 
and complex in our solar system; including the faint E ring, 
it extends nearly 500,000 kilometers from the planet. In 
fact, Saturn and i ts main rings would just f i t  in the distance 
between Earth and the Moon. 
In 2004 the CassinLHuygens spacecraft
arrived a t  Saturn and began studying 
the planet and i ts largest moon, Titan. 
Titan is the second-largest moon in the 
solar system and believed to have an 
atmos~here similar to Earth's long ago 
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Our Sun. the nearlv 4.7.billionrear-old star that sustains life 
here on~a r th ,  povhrs photos);nthesis in green plants and is 
ultimately the source of all food and fossil fuel. The inter- 
action between the Sun and Earth drives the seasons, cur. 
rents in the oceans, weather and climate. With a core 
reaching a fiely 15.7 million kelvins (nearly 28 million 
degrees Fahrenheit), the Sun's surface temperature is so 
hot that no solid or liouid can exist there. Luckilvfor 

	humans, Earth is neariy 150 million 
kilometers (93 million miles) away 
from the Sun& 

. As the star f o r n i l i n e t s ,  a 

multitude of asteroids, comets 

and other objects, the Sun 

contains more than 99 percent of 

the entire mass in the solar 
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Uranus, the third largest planet in our solar system, may be 
the strangest because it spins on its side. That severe tilt 
to its rotational axis may result from a great collision long 
ago. As the seventh planet from the Sun, Uranus takes 84 
years to complete an orbit. It is a "gas giant" with no solid 
surface. Methane gas above the cloud layers gives it a 
blue-green color. 
The only spacecraft to visit Uranus, Voyager 2, saw few 
features in the planet's atmosphere when it flew by in 
1986. It did discover 10 moons and two rings in add 
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r i ts beauty in the sky, Venus is the second planet 
~ I I Itnc Sun and similar in size to Earth. However, i ts 

nmense surface heat and pressure make the planet 
completely uninhabitable. I t  has a thick, poisonous 

than Mt. Everest. 
In the early 1990s, NASA's Magellan 
spacecraft studied the rocky planet, 
examining the shapes of Venusian 
mountains, canyons and other surface 
features. Magellan data has been 
used to make maps of the surface 

' 
properties and the planet's i n  

National Aeronautics and http I lsolar~y~tem nasa go" 
Space Admn#strat~on 

Jet Propulsion Laboratov JPL400 1147M 
Cal8fornla inst~tute of Technology Rev 1 9/04 
Pasadena. Cafornla EB 2004 04 027 


