DEATH FROM THE SKIES
BY PHIL PLAIT

Astronomer Phil Plait (who is also the president of the James Randi Educational Foundation) has compiled a list of the dangers that threaten the earth from outer space. As Plait deals with each threat, he explains, in detail, the science involved, in an easy-to-understand style designed for the non-scientist. Knowing that his subject is very “dark” and will be disturbing to many readers, he tries to mix in humor to avoid a “funeralistic” atmosphere. Fortunately for the readers, Plait is a very funny guy.

He begins by discussing two threats that are actually within the technological abilities of modern humans to prevent. 

First he tackles “Incoming Rocks.” These include meteorites, asteroids, and comets. These are threats that have wreaked havoc on earth throughout its long history. But finally, humans now have options for dealing with them. Plait discusses the possibilities of blowing them up (as we see in the movies) and also informs us about some of the ideas that scientists are currently working on to prevent these monsters from sending us into extinction. This chapter definitely left me feeling upbeat about our chances of survival. If upbeat is what you are looking for - then stop here and go buy another book: because we can do almost nothing about the threats that fill the rest of the book.
However, in the second chapter, Plait does give us one more threat that we can reasonably avoid: Solar Flares. These eruptions on the surface of the sun can cause chaos on earth now that we are an “electrical” civilization. But they can also be deadly to astronauts who get caught out in the open (as while on a “space walk” or while exploring the surface of the moon).

Beginning with chapter 3, Plait gets down to business: the “Supernovae.” These incredible explosions are among the most exciting objects in the universe. They are responsible for “seeding” the cosmos so that new stars can form. But for anything that is too close - not so good. How close is too close? Plait will let you know. Is earth within range of any of these monsters now? Again, Plait will let you know. Will earth be coming into range of any of these monsters in the future? Even Plait can’t predict that one.

Chapter 4 is about “Gamma Ray Bursts.” Gamma Rays are the most energetic waves on the electromagnetic spectrum. The are usually produced by a star which goes supernova. Plaitt explains why they are dangerous and what the chances are that earth will be hit by one.

Everybody’s favorite hot topic is discussed in chapter 5 - Black Holes! Even astrophycisits have difficulty understanding the physics behind them. Mainly because the science is still in its infancy. But Plaitt presents the subject using analogies to help the reader understand how they basically work. He goes into great detail explaining how they form, what they can do, and eventually, how they will die. Unlike the threats in the first two chapters, we do not have the technology to defend ourselves against these monsters. Plait lays the odds on the line. But if you can’t do anything about them - what is the point in worrying?

And yes, Plait did not forget about “Aliens.” He explains the odds of finding intelligent life in outer space. He does a great job of showing just how difficult it would be for aliens to contact us given the enormous distances involved. If they do exist, he doesn’t necessarily see them as benign: which echoes my own sentiment - if they are anything like us - then we’re doomed!

The next phase of the book deals with the “Inevitable.” Plait starts with a very detailed explanation of the phases that the sun will go through, including swelling into a “Red Giant,” before it finally dies. It is an absolutely fascinating chapter.

Another inevitablility is the collision between our Milky Way and the Andromeda Galaxy. These are the two largest galaxies in the local group; you might call it a heavyweight title fight. Since our solar system will still be functioning normally at that time (assuming something hasn’t gotten us in the meantime), our descendants will have front-row seats to the match. This collision could have many possible outcomes for earth and Plait gives the reader the possibilities in great detail.

The final chapter deals with the end of the universe itself. He discusses the vast time frames involved and explains what we expect to happen during the various final phases of the universe. But as he says, nothing is set in stone. Things change, especially as new evidence comes in. Only a few decades ago scientists believed the universe would end in a “Big Crunch.” Then it was discovered that the expansion of the universe was actually increasing! Now scientists believe that the opposite fate is more likely.

But that is one of the greatest thrills that science has to offer: you never really know what to expect because every time science adds to its knowledge, we discover how much more there is - that we DON’T KNOW.

By the way, I saved the best for last: you will learn a ton of really neat science from this book.
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