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CHAPTER 111 

THE SOLAR 
SYSTEM 

The solar system man hopes to explore is tiny in relation to the 
universe as a whole, but it is an area of tremendous magnitude in 
earth terms. Its primary, our sun, is a star located at the center 
of the system with nine planets revolving around it in near-circular 
orbits. Some of the planets, like earth, have natural satellites 
of their own (Jupiter has 12),  and there are thousands of other 
bodies moving within the system. 

They 
all move in the same direction around the sun and their orbits lie 
in nearly the same plane, with Pluto the exception. Their orbital 
speeds are higher near the sun. Mercury, the planet nearest the 
sun, makes a circuit in 88 days. Earth‘s period of revolution is 
3651/4 days. Distant Pluto, more than 3Yz billion miles from the 
sun takes 248 earth-years to make one circuit. 

The planets are held in their orbits by the sun’s gravity. 

THE SUN 
The sun represents more than 99 percent of the total mass of the 

solar system. Its mass is 330,000 times that of earth’s and its 
volume more than-a million times greater. The surface tempera- 
ture of the sun is about 10,300” F. and the temperature a t  the 
interior some 50 millions of degrees F. 

Every 11 years, the number of dark spots on the solar surface, 
called sunspots, reaches a maximum. These spots show strong 
magnetic fields. During the maximum of a sunspot period, the 
sun shows marked activity in shorter “wavelengths”-X-rays and 
ultraviolet radiation. Frequent solar eruptions and solar flares 
occur. These produce definite effects on earth, such as ionospheric 
disturbances, magnetic storms, interruptions of radio communica- 
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