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[1] Mapping and model simulations of Lunar Prospector
magnetometer measurements show that the source of the
strongest known magnetic anomaly on the lunar near side
(42 nanoTeslas at 18.6 km altitude) coincides approximately
with a high-albedo region of the Descartes mountains
centered 60 km south-southeast of the Apollo 16 landing
site. The Descartes mountains represent primary ejecta from
one or more basin-forming events (Imbrium and/or
Nectaris), supporting the hypothesis that basin ejecta
materials emplaced >3.8 Gyr ago are the main sources of
lunar magnetic anomalies. The higher albedo of the surface
at this location is consistent with a significant role for solar
wind ions in the optical maturation (or “space weathering’”)
of the lunar surface. INDEX TERMS: 5440 Planetology: Solid
Surface Planets: Magnetic fields and magnetism; 5470
Planetology: Solid Surface Planets: Surface materials and
properties; 6250 Planetology: Solar System Objects: Moon
(1221). Citation: Richmond, N. C., L. L. Hood, J. S. Halekas,
D. L. Mitchell, R. P. Lin, M. Acuila, and A. B. Binder, Correlation
of a strong lunar magnetic anomaly with a high-albedo region of
the Descartes mountains, Geophys. Res. Lett., 30(7), 1395,
doi:10.1029/2003GL016938, 2003.

1. Introduction

[2] Since the years following the Apollo manned lunar
landing program, it has been known that several relatively
strong and isolated lunar magnetic anomalies correlate with
unusual, curvilinear albedo markings; the most well-known
example is the Reiner Gamma magnetic anomaly and
albedo marking on western Oceanus Procellarum (Hood et
al. [2001] and references therein). Theoretical models for
the interaction of the solar wind with lunar magnetic
anomalies have indicated that these strongest anomalies
should be capable of significantly deflecting the ion bom-
bardment, producing local shielded areas at the lunar sur-
face (e.g., Harnett and Winglee [2000]). It has therefore
been proposed that the observed correlation of strong
magnetic anomalies with high-albedo surface markings
may represent macroscopic evidence for a significant role
of the solar wind ion bombardment in the space weathering
of the lunar surface and, by extension, that of other airless
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silicate surfaces in the inner solar system [Hood and
Schubert, 1980; Hood and Williams, 1989].

[3] However, the geologic origin of these strong mag-
netic anomalies and their associated albedo markings has
been controversial. According to one hypothesis, the albedo
markings are a result of surface scouring (surficial mass
removal) by relatively recent (<1 Myr old) cometary coma
impacts; the associated magnetic anomaly sources are then
suggested to be surficial materials heated and exposed to
transient magnetic fields during the coma impacts [Schultz
and Srnka, 1980]. Detailed spectral reflectance studies of
the Reiner Gamma albedo feature have been unable to
eliminate the cometary impact model ([Bell and Hawke,
1987] and references therein).

[4] Alternatively, it has been proposed that the sources of
most strong lunar magnetic anomalies consist of basin
impact ejecta containing unusual abundances of metallic
iron remanence carriers [Strangway et al., 1973; Hood et
al., 2001]. These ejecta materials may have been magne-
tized by a temporary lunar core dynamo field (for a review,
see Fuller and Cisowski [1987]) and/or by transient fields
generated by impact-produced plasmas [Hood and Vickery,
1984; Crawford and Schultz, 1991]. The associated albedo
markings are then attributed to the solar wind deflection
mechanism (e.g., Hood and Williams [1989]). Distinguish-
ing between these models has been difficult. For example,
the source of the strongest anomaly known previously on the
near side, the Reiner Gamma anomaly, remains unclear. The
visible surface consists of a thin veneer of mare basalt flows
that obscures the underlying terrain.

[s] Here we report mapping and interpretation of a
strong, isolated magnetic field anomaly on the central lunar
near side using Lunar Prospector magnetometer (MAG)
data obtained at low altitudes during 1999. This anomaly
was first identified using Lunar Prospector electron reflec-
tometer (ER) data [Halekas et al., 2001] and was shown to
correlate approximately with the Descartes mountains near
the Apollo 16 landing site. Independent analysis of the
magnetometer data allowed identification of a small number
of relatively undisturbed MAG orbits with coverage over
most of this anomaly.

2. Data Analysis and Modeling

[6] Figure 1 shows the field magnitude in nT along a
series of four orbits, which occurred on April 13, 1999, at an
altitude of approximately 18.6 km. The field magnitude is
plotted as a function of latitude; the longitude of the orbit at
10°S is also indicated. The lowermost orbit on the plot (near
15.7°E longitude) passes within 6 km of the Apollo 16
landing site (indicated by the arrow). A maximum field
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Figure 1. Field magnitude measured at the spacecraft
altitude (~18.6 km) plotted as a function of latitude along a
series of orbits over the Descartes anomaly. The longitude
of each orbit at 10°S is given on the right side of the figure.
The latitude of the Apollo 16 landing site along the
lowermost orbit is also indicated.

magnitude of ~42 nT is reached near 10.7°S latitude (about
60 km south of the landing site).

[7] Continuation of the field magnitude to a common
altitude (18 nT at 28 km) and direct comparisons with other
anomalies elsewhere on the Moon indicates that this anom-
aly is the largest in absolute magnitude of any single
anomaly yet mapped on the lunar near side. For compar-
ison, the Reiner Gamma anomaly has a magnitude of about
15 nT at 28 km while the Rima Sirsalis anomaly [Halekas et
al.,2001; Hood et al., 2001] has an amplitude of about 7 nT
at this altitude. On the far side, only one anomaly in the
Crisium antipode group [Hood et al., 2001] is larger in
absolute magnitude than this anomaly. Surface fields in the
vicinities of these anomalies are likely to exceed ~10° nT
(e.g., Hood and Williams [1989]).

[8] Figure 2 is a superposition of a contour map of the
two-dimensionally filtered field magnitude produced from
the data of Figure 1 at a constant altitude of 19.0 km onto a
photograph of the region. To construct the map using the
available orbits with a 1 degree longitude spacing, three
additional artificial orbits of data were first generated by
linear interpolation at mean longitudes of 16.2°E, 17.2°E,
and 18.2°E. Two-dimensional smoothing was then applied
twice using a 5 by 5 moving boxcar filter with a size of
0.625° by 0.625°. The effective spatial resolution of the map
is ~1.2 degrees. The anomaly maximum (smoothed ampli-
tude ~30 nT) correlates most closely with the western side
of the high-albedo portion of the southern Descartes moun-
tains (labeled “DM™). Direct coverage is not available over
the Cayley formation (labeled “CF’’). The field magnitude
at 19 km altitude directly above the Apollo 16 landing site,
where small-scale surface fields exceeding 300 nT were
measured, is approximately 6 nT.
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[9] In order to locate more accurately the probable source
of the Descartes anomaly, the three vector field components
were modeled using an iterative procedure. Specifically,
because this anomaly is relatively isolated and dominantly
dipolar, it is assumed for simplicity that the source consists
of a thin circular disk located at or near the surface. The
modeling procedure varies the disk location, radius, dipole
moment per unit area (which is assumed to be constant
across the disk), and the orientation of the mean magnet-
ization vector in the disk, until a minimum-variance fit to
the data is obtained. Both the location and the radius of the
disk (but not the thickness) are constrained by the data. The
model that produced a minimum variance had the following
parameters. Magnetic dipole moment: 12,500 nT-km®;
radius: 18 km; center-of-disk location: 10.8°S, 15.8°E; bulk
magnetization vector: inclination 20°; declination 10°. As
shown in Figure 3, despite limited coverage, the model
describes the observations reasonably well. Comparison of
the final model parameters with Figure 2 shows that the
location and size of the disk coincides with the higher-
albedo area of the mountains within the errors of the
analysis. An examination of Lunar Prospector Gamma
Ray Spectrometer Th and FeO data (see http://wufs.wustl.
edu/missions/lunarp/reduced.htm) for the source location
confirms that the surface composition of the high-albedo
portion of the Descartes does not differ appreciably from
that of neighboring regions. The source is therefore most
probably at depth within the Descartes mountains rather
than at the surface.

3. Interpretation and Conclusions

[10] The Descartes mountains and the Cayley formation
are representative of two geologic units that are commonly
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Figure 2. Contour map of the two-dimensionally filtered
magnetic field magnitude (in nT) at an altitude of 19 km in
the vicinity of the Apollo 16 landing site (boxed cross near
center). The photograph is a portion of Apollo 16 mapping
camera frame 0161. Several exposures of the Cayley
formation (CF) and the adjacent Descartes mountains
(DM) are indicated. The 11-km crater Dolland is at the
lower left.
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Figure 3. Comparison of observed and model-calculated field components along the lower three orbits of Figure 1. See

the text.

found in the lunar highlands: hilly and furrowed terra and
flat light plains, respectively. Prior to the Apollo 16 mission,
a volcanic origin for these units was generally accepted.
However, the return of heavily brecciated samples of impact
origin from the vicinity of the landing site reversed this view
and led to the currently accepted interpretation that these
units represent primary and secondary basin ejecta materials
[Wilhelms, 1984]. More specifically, it is generally agreed
that the Descartes mountains represent primary basin ejecta
although it remains uncertain whether the Imbrium impact
or the Nectaris impact, or both, were responsible for its
deposition [Hodges and Muehlberger, 1981; Spudis, 1984;
Hawke and Head, 1980]. Therefore, the location of the
Descartes magnetic anomaly source (Figure 2) represents
new and more compelling evidence that relatively ancient
(>3.8 Gyr old) impact basin ejecta are the sources of the
strongest magnetic anomalies on the Moon. Variable met-
allic iron contents and iron particle size ranges likely explain
why some ejecta units are more magnetic than others.

[11] The conclusion that impact basin ejecta units are
primary lunar magnetic anomaly sources is consistent with
returned sample data and with surface magnetic field
measurements acquired at the Apollo landing sites. The
sample data show that the main ferromagnetic carriers in
lunar materials, metallic iron particles in the single-domain
size range, are common in impact-produced breccias and
fines [Fuller and Cisowski, 1987]. Measured surface mag-
netic fields were generally weak at those Apollo landing
sites that were dominated by mare basalt flows but were
stronger at highland sites dominated by impact-generated
materials [Dyal et al., 1974]. The strongest surface fields
(up to 327 nT) at any landing site were measured along a
surface traverse close to the Apollo 16 site in an area
dominated by the Cayley formation and the adjacent Des-
cartes mountains. Those Cayley plains materials near the
Apollo 16 landing site were later shown to have unusually
high abundances of metallic iron [Korofev, 1994]. These
results led D. W. Strangway and others to propose originally
that basin ejecta materials, such as the Cayley formation, are
among the most strongly magnetized materials on the Moon
[Strangway et al., 1973].

[12] As shown in Figure 4, the high-albedo section of the
Descartes mountains that correlates with the strongest near-
side magnetic anomaly is one of a number of similar bright
areas in the central highlands that are most prominent near
the time of full Moon. However, as is documented on
standard USGS maps (e.g., Milton [1968]), other nearby

bright regions (those labeled A, B, C, E, F, and G)
invariably contain a large young (Copernican-aged) crater
near their centers. An examination of Lunar Prospector ER
data (see Plate 1 of ref. 13) and MAG data indicates that no
significant magnetic anomaly is associated with A, B, C, E,
F, or G. In contrast, the Descartes albedo unit (D), which
correlates with a strong magnetic anomaly, contains only
one or two small young craters near one edge. The high
albedos of A, B, C, E, F, and G can therefore be attributed to
the presence of freshly exposed materials in the form of
impact ejecta surrounding the craters. But the high albedo of
the Descartes region (D) can not be so explained. Early
interpretations of this albedo feature [Head and Goetz,
1972] suggested that it may represent evidence for Coper-
nican-age volcanism. However, the observed strong mag-

Figure 4. Enlarged section of an Earth-based telescopic
photograph [Kuiper et al., 1967] of the full Moon showing a
series of high-albedo regions on the east-central near side.
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netic anomaly is not consistent with this suggestion since
volcanic materials are poorly magnetized elsewhere on the
Moon. Since the Descartes mountains formed >3.8 Gyr ago,
a possible interpretation is that some mechanism has pref-
erentially maintained the original high albedo of the region
against the space weathering process.

[13] Specifically, we consider that these data may repre-
sent new macroscopic evidence for a significant contribu-
tion of the solar wind ion bombardment to space weathering
of airless silicate bodies in the solar system. Both micro-
meteoroid impacts and solar wind ion bombardment have
previously been considered as likely external agents for
producing the nanophase Fe that leads to “optical matura-
tion” of lunar surface materials [Housley, 1977; Pieters et
al., 1993; Keller et al., 1999]. However, soil studies alone
have not yet established whether the solar wind ion bom-
bardment is a necessary and significant component of the
space weathering process [Taylor et al., 2001].

[14] As noted earlier, model calculations, including
numerical magnetohydrodynamical simulations, strongly
suggest that the highest-amplitude lunar anomalies are
capable of deflecting the solar wind, producing local surface
areas shielded from the ion bombardment. In contrast,
although micrometeoroids exposed to solar radiation and
space plasmas will acquire significant charge, their charge-
to-mass ratios are too small to yield significant deflections
in lunar fields. For example, for a break-up potential of
600 volts (e.g., Fechtig et al. [1979]), a micrometer sized
particle would have a maximum possible charge-to-mass
ratio of ~3 x 107> that of a proton. Assuming a surface
field strength of ~1000 nT, the gyroradius of a solar wind
proton would be ~4.2 km while that of a maximally
charged micrometeoroid moving at 10 km/s would be
~3000 km. Thus, while a solar wind proton would be
easily deflected in a lunar field with scale size ~10’s of km,
a typical micrometeoroid would be nearly undeflected in
such a field.
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