Cassini spies
Titan’s “Black Sea”

As NASA Cassini spacecraft flew near the
north pole of Saturn’s largest moon Febru-
ary 22, its radar partially imaged a lake so
big mission scientists are calling it a sea.
What Cassini saw indicates this plus-sized
pond takes up a greater percentage of
Titan's real estate than the Black Sea does
here on Earth.

The spacecraft, in orbit around Saturn
since mid 2004, uses a radar beam to punch
through Titan's smoggy atmosphere. The
instrument has found numerous dark,
smooth areas planetary scientists believe
are lakes. “We've long hypothesized about
oceans on Titan and now, with multiple

instruments, we have a first indication of
seas that dwarf the lakes seen previously,”
says Jonathan Lunine, a planetary scientist
at the University of Arizona, Tucson.

While Cassini researchers lack definitive
proof the terrain contains liquid, they find
themselves increasingly comfortable with
this conclusion. The surface smoothness,
shore-like contours, and other properties of
these features make it difficult to call them
anything but lakes.

So, what are they filled with? Titan’s
frigid atmosphere holds much methane and
ethane. Scientists expect any surface fluids
will be a cocktail of these two substances.
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EACH TIME Cassini sweeps over Titan, the
craft’s radar reveals another strip of the
smoggy moon’s surface. nasaruuses




