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Book Review

Meteors and meteorites: Origins and observations, by
Martin Beech. Crowood Press, 2006, 157 p., $35, paperback
(ISBN 1861268254).

This book, published by the Crowood Press in 2006 and
distributed in the United States by Trafalgar Square in North
Pomfret, Vermont, contains a preface, 7 major chapters plus
an appendix, a glossary, a bibliography, and an index. The
names of the main chapters, in order, are: The Particulate Sea,
The View from Here, Observing Fireballs, Collecting
Meteorites, Visual Meteor Observations, Photographic and
Video Observations, and Radio Observations. The appendix
includes very nicely illustrated star maps from the meteor
observing regions (origins of the respective meteor radiants)
for the January–December calendar period, complete with
correct ascensions and declinations, the parent comet, and the
zenith hourly rate expected (ZHR), etc., for the Quadrantids,
Lyrids, Eta Aquarids, Perseids, Orionids, Taurids, Leonids,
and Geminids. Next, the glossary very nicely lists 76
keywords used in the text, defining terms in easy-to-
understand yet scientifically accurate language. Then comes a
bibliography of 26 books for further reading, some of which
unfortunately are out of print, but which nevertheless can be
found by persistently scouring your local bookstores. Finally,
there is a 4-page index of keywords used in the book, many of
which are also explained in the glossary previously
mentioned. The book has over 129 high-quality figures (plus
the 8 star maps mentioned previously) as well as many
carefully hand-drawn illustrations to keep the reader
thoroughly engulfed in the subject visually as well as
verbally. In addition there are 9 tables that are also nicely laid
out as well. Equations are present at intervals through the
text, so a minimum of high school trigonometry is
recommended for anyone wanting to fully benefit from these
nice additions. 

 Overall, I would say that a college freshman or
sophomore (first or second year at university) would be the
target audience for this book. Those with high school physics
and some algebra would also benefit, even if astronomy of the
solar system was not their prime interest before reading this
material. It would even benefit third-year (junior standing)
students starting into a planetary science program from a
related scientific field. 

 This little book, which is really packed with a lot of very
useful information, was designed for an introductory survey
of the field of planetary science, as studied using meteors and
meteorites, etc. It is a gem. Certainly different scientists might

have stressed different topics, but all in all this book is a great
success for younger readers who may not have made up their
minds about whether to pursue a scientific career in
geophysical, planetary, and/or space sciences. It will do its
job, in my opinion, and cause many young readers to gain
sufficient interest in the field to consider it the subject of their
future endeavors. 

 Finally, on the back cover flap the author has provided a
set of recommendations which includes: visual observations
and analysis of meteor data, how to gather scientific data, the
process of seeking out and identifying meteorites,
photography of meteor trails, video recordings of meteor
impact flashes on the Moon, fireball detection systems,
designs of meteor detection systems using radio waves. Last
but not least, the author has also included the topic of starting
your own micrometeorite collection (ironically, however, the
word tektite is not mentioned in the index or in the glossary). 
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 Topics not discussed in any detail include: impact and
explosion cratering processes (although there are photographs
of Arizona’s Barringer crater and the Manicouagan impact
crater in Quebec); details of the recent discovery of the
extremely high-altitude TV detections of meteors (up to
200 km above the ground) and their extremely unusual
appearances, first as comet-like bodies within the atmosphere
at very high altitudes, followed by their transition to “normal”
meteor appearances at lower “normal” altitudes less than
about 120 km; and infrared meteor photography. There is only
a very brief introduction to the subject of meteor
spectroscopy, and only a cursory discussion of the generation,
propagation, and detection of “normal” meteor sounds, i.e.,
the remnant distant decay of “hypersonic booms” usually in
the presence of meteor fragmentation processes (of course
this is my personal top item of interest). However, to the
author’s credit, even ethaerial/electrophonic meteor sounds
are very briefly discussed as are VLF radio observations, but
which occur much less frequently than “normal” meteor
(infra-)sounds. Ironically, the author does briefly discuss the
strange jet-like features of the very fast, high-altitude Leonid
meteors as shown in Fig. 88 on page 97 near the end of the
Visual Meteor Observations chapter and not in the next
chapter, Photographic and Video Meteor Observations, where
it is logically far more appropriate. To be sure, these “normal”
meteor sounds are becoming more and more important
nowadays; however, since the rapid installation of the global-
scale International Monitoring System (IMS) with its
numerous infrasound recording arrays (these signals are
largely sub-audible signals in the atmosphere with
frequencies that fall between the minimum threshold of
human hearing and the realm of Mesoscale meteorological

“storm” phenomena). One such IMS infrasound array is in
fact located in Canada at Lac du Bonnet near Winnipeg,
Manitoba. The IMS system is an international network that
was set up as one of the four detection systems of the CTBT
(Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty) to look for nuclear
explosions in the air, in the ocean and in the solid earth, etc.,
but by serendipity the IMS atmospheric infrasonic systems
have also detected numerous meteor-fireballs every year (as
well as many other geophysical phenomena such as auroral
infrasound, mountain associated waves, microbaroms,
atmospheric storms, numerous man-made sources, etc.).
Alas, there are a few small typos which are to be expected for
a first edition (such as in Equation 2 on page 20 where the
division sign has been inadvertently omitted), but in a short
time new editions will follow, given the author’s obvious
keen interest in this field and also pushed, we can hope, by the
interest of numerous young students, so that these defects will
rapidly be corrected.

Given the target audience and the wide range of topics
that have been covered, the author has succeeded admirably
in providing a first-rate look into the wonderful world of
meteors, and of planetary and solar system science and their
connections to interstellar space beyond. It really is, as we
researchers call it here at Los Alamos and in the Ondrejov
Observatory of the Czech Republic, “an Alice’s
Wonderland!”

D. O. ReVelle
Earth and Environmental Sciences Division

Los Alamos National Laboratory
Los Alamos, New Mexico

USA


