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Image: Apollo 16: Footsteps Under High Sun

July 8 2010

High-sun image of the Apollo 16 landing site showing the lunar module descent
stage, various pieces of equipment, and disturbed lunar soil (seen as darker lines
and areas) which marks where John Young and Charles Duke traversed in the
spring of 1972. The labels on the image are for the Lunar Module (LM), the
Lunar Roving Vehicle (LRV), the Apollo Lunar Surface Experiments Package
(ALSEP), the Radioisotopic Thermoelectric Generator (RTG) that powered the
ALSEP, and a line of geophones (devices that take seismic readings) that
extended west by northwest from the ALSEP station. LROC image
M109134835L, 296 meters across (about 971 feet). Credit: NASA's Goddard
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Space Flight Center/Arizona State University

(PhysOrg.com) -- The lunar module Orion landed in the Descartes
Highlands of the moon on April 21, 1972. The Apollo 16 mission
targeted a highland region. Originally thought to be a volcanic site, the
samples returned by Apollo 16 actually indicated that the highlands of
the moon primarily consist of impact-formed rocks (breccias), a
substantial scientific result.

Today's featured image is an LROC NAC image of the Apollo 16
landing site, acquired when the sun was nearly overhead, in contrast to a
previous image of the site. High sun causes white and metallic artifacts
left on the surface by Young and Duke to stand out in high contrast as
they reflect the noon-day sun back at LROC. The Apollo 16 astronauts
churned up the lunar soil (regolith) as they moved about exploring the
moon, and this disturbed material shows up as dark lines and patches.
Since the astronauts spent a fair amount of time around the Lunar
Module during their three extra-vehicular activities, the bright lunar
module appears to have a dark halo. The same dark halo appears around
the parked rover.
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LROC Wide Angle Camera monochrome mosaic of the Cayley Plains (smooth
areas) and Descartes Mountains surrounding the Apollo 16 landing site (arrow
indicates approximate position of the lunar module). Image M116215423M,
scene width is 65 km (about 40 miles). Credit: NASA's Goddard Space Flight
Center/Arizona State University

This location has been identified as a region of interest because many
important scientific questions could be answered by studying it. For
example, like other Apollo landing sites, the artifacts left at the Apollo
16 site provide a record of space weathering at the site since 1972.
Various planned (and accidental) long duration exposure experiments
(like NASA's Long Duration Exposure Facility, experiments on Mir,
etc.) have been studied, but all of these have been from facilities in low-
Earth orbit. Studying what decades of exposure to the lunar environment
does to hardware will provide key inputs to engineers designing future
systems to operate for long periods in extra-terrestrial environments,
such as the moon, Mars, asteroids and others.
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The Apollo 16 site also provides access to highlands regolith and rocks;
highlands rocks make up about 70 percent of the lunar surface, and this
landing site would be a great place to study additional samples that
would help us characterize the materials that comprise the majority of
the lunar surface.
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