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Jupiter is about to be walloped by a comet.

- The cataclysmic explosion will serve as a
warning to Earth: It could happen here.

—

By JAMES RESTON JR.

N JULY 16, A CHUNK OF INTER-
stellar debris the size of a

mountain will smash into the

largest planet in the solar sys-
tem. And that will be only the beginning
of the most violent encounter humanity
has ever witnessed. Over the following
six days, more chunks—some perhaps
2.5 miles in diameter—will smack into
Jupiter, one after another, in a barrage as
predictable as a round of automatic gun-
fire. The agent of destruction: an iey
comet, long held captive by Jupiter’s
gravity, that has broken up into a fleet of
21 natural megabombs.

They may blow apart high in the
Jovian atmosphere. Or perhaps they will
hold together long enough to reach the
dense gases that form Jupiter's surface.
They will be traveling phenomenally fast:
37 miles a second. If they do stay intact,
they will plow deep—15 miles, perhaps
even 250 miles—into the gaseous soup.

The resulting explosions will defy
comprehension. While the largest hy-
drogen bomb ever detonated in the
earth’s atmosphere was the Soviet
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