What country do you think has the wildest
weather in the world? Which is the one with the
most hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, blizzards, hail
storms, droughts, and lightning strikes? It is the
USA! Does that surprise you? With two coast-
lines exposed to storms that form at sea, plus
frequent masses of cold, dry air coming down from
the north meeting up with moist, warm air from
the south, plus several mountain ranges to mix
things up, the USA has all the right stuff to whip
up plenty of weather excitement.

What does all this weather have in common?
First of all—air! After all, weather is really all
about the thin blanket of air surrounding Earth and
what any particular part of it is doing. What is its
temperature? How much water does it contain?
How fast is it moving and in what direction? How
dense is it? What gases are in it? What particles
are in it?

A FracGILE GAUZE

Our atmosphere, at least the lowest part of it
that is dense enough to breathe, is really quite
thin—about 6 kilometers (about 3.7 miles) thin.
The few hearty souls who climb Mt. Everest
(nearly 9 kilometers or 5.5 miles high) without
oxygen are rare—and they often get very sick from
the low air pressure and lack of oxygen. Ninety-
nine percent of our atmosphere is in the 30 kilome-
ters (19 miles) nearest the surface. If Earth were
the size of a beach ball, its breathable atmosphere
would be as thin as paper (Ahrens, p. 4) . Makes
you think twice about smudging it all up and
poking holes in it!

Earth’s atmosphere is the source of life-giving
oxygen for animals and carbon dioxide for plants.
It is the blanket that protects us from either frying
during the day or freezing to death at night. It is
also the shield that keeps out most of the harmful
radiation from the Sun, as well as meteoroids that
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would be raining down upon us from space. If not
for the atmosphere, the oceans, lakes and rivers
would soon boil off into space.

Our atmosphere is fragile, though. It reacts to
energy being poured into it every day from the
Sun, and, to a much lesser extent, to energy from
Earth’s rotation. And it reacts to gases and par-
ticles being pumped into it by modern human
civilization. Understanding how the atmosphere
behaves in response to all these influences is
important if we are to live safely within it and
learn to take care of it.

ENTERTAIN YOUR FRIENDS: TALK
ABouUT THE WEATHER!
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You may think weather makes for boring
conversation—a topic of last resort if you can’t
think of anything else to talk about. But, under-
standing something about weather gives you more
than just a nerdy way to ask “Hot enough for
you?” If you know what causes different kinds of
weather, how your local weather fits into the

JPL 400-1196 11/04







