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Poet's Note


Back

“Poets say science takes
away from the beauty of the stars – mere globs of gas atoms. I too
can see the stars on a desert night, and feel them. But do I see
less or more? The vastness of the heavens stretches my imagination
– stuck on this carousel my little eye can catch
one-million-year-old light. A vast pattern - of which I am a part…
It does not do harm to the mystery to know a little about it. For
far more marvelous is the truth than any artists of the past
imagined it. Why do the poets of the present not speak of it? What
men are poets who can speak of Jupiter if he were a man, but if he
is an immense spinning sphere of methane and ammonia must be
silent?” Richard Feynman


Richard Feynman was one of the
most important physicists of the 20th Century; certainly he was the
most interesting. I take his words as a challenge to poets
everywhere. This book collects some of the poems I wrote to meet
his challenge - poems inspired by the real, objective world we all
share.

I favor rhyme and short phrases in my poems.
These often match a poem to the rhythm of my steps, which is
inevitable since I frequently compose while walking. I also enjoy
the discipline that rhyme imposes. It pleases my analytical mind
when the perfect word presents itself, fitting both the poem’s
subject and its form.

My poems are meant to be fun. You will find
no existential angst here. Writing poetry makes me happy, and I
hope you’ll share a bit of my happiness as you read.

Drafts of these poems have
appeared on my blog: http://katerauner.wordpress.com. You may read my latest efforts there along with posts about
my science fiction books and thoughts on science-related news. I
look forward to your visits and your comments. --
Kate
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"It does not do harm to the mystery to know a
little about it. For far more marvelous is the truth than any
artists of the past imagined it." Richard Feynman

 


 


Dark Matter Is Everywhere
or Nowhere

It's everywhere.

It's nowhere.

It can't be seen,

But it's not rare.

Gravitational effects

In axes x, y, z;

Dark matter clarifies

Mass discrepancies.

We just don't know

What it might be,

But it's embraced

In the community.

It accounts for most

Of what's not seen,

Or may not exist -

Just entropy.

It's gamma rays

Of dwarf galaxies -

But there are none

That we can see.

Can't rule it out,

Can't rule it in,

Can't detect

With germanium.

It won't absorb,

It won't emit.

Hypothesize

But don't commit.

 


***

 


Fog in the Black Range -
Haiku

Adiabatic

Cooling meets dew point in fog

That hangs in the pines

 


***

 


Cosmic
Inflation

Since Pezias and Wilson

Chased the pigeons off their dish

And listened to the sound

Of the cosmic hiss,

The Big Bang's been our vision

Of the moment of creation;

Now we have the signature

Of cosmic inflation.

What the human eye can see

Is just a fraction of citations,

But we can build telescopes

To see more radiation.

Patterns swirling in the light

Where gravity flows through

Could unite relativity

With the quantum view.

Space itself expanded faster

Than the speed of light;

We still need confirming work

To prove the study right.

But Einstein's great mistake

Seems more and more correct.

Could dark energy be a remnant?

That's what we'll puzzle next.

It won't change my life tomorrow,

Won't put cream into my tea;

I believe knowledge is better

Than ignorance can be.

 


***

 


Constant

The speed of light is universal,

A physics constant we've all heard of.

It does not matter where you stand.

But there are 'buts' and there are
'ands.'

Light is slowed when it goes through

Air or glass or water too.

Can its speed ever be

Faster yet than what we see?

The rate of change within a frame

May exceed: that's not the same.

Though our semantics it may vex,

It's not the speed of an object.

"c" - the massless speed that's fastest,

Is a description that has lasted.

Fete the knowledge it affords,

Or feel sorry for... the good Lord.

 


 


Astronomy

Back


"If you wish to make an
apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe." Carl
Sagan

 


 


Solar Eclipse -
Haiku

In the moon's shadow

What I think I know grows dim

As night swallows day

 


***

 


Lunar Eclipse

The world presents unto our eyes

Shapes and shadows, shifting lines.

Our human brains do excel

At finding patterns that may tell,

So in the moon the things we've seen:

A man, a rabbit, hands, a queen.

Just as clouds above cause rain,

All things above cause joy or pain.

When the moon turns rusty red

The normal night has turned to dread.

Will heaven's fight drop on us soon?

As demons, jaguars bite the moon?

Drum and howl, chant and sing;

The moon's restored, we always win.

Is wonder less now that we know

The moon is deep in Earth's shadow?

Tonight I'll see with my own eyes

A hint of nature's scope and size.

 


***

 


Haiku on Mars

Dust blurs the stars as

Moon leads moon through rusted skies

Over ocher plains

 


***

 


The Smell of
Life

Methane can be made by life,

Or hydrothermal systems,

By microbes in the regolith,

Or by the rocks, if not them.

Methane doesn't last for long

Floating in the atmosphere.

Tens of decades, then it's gone,

Reacting in the sunlight there.

But Curiosity has found,

Unexpected and delighted,

A whiff arising from the ground

Has scientists excited.

It doesn't mean that there is life

Or that there was in past

It means we have a lot to learn

Before we'll know at last.

What difference would it make to us?

Bugs aren't likely to converse.

Even if they share our Sun,

Are we better off or worse?

I for one would thrill to know,

To find conclusive data.

Even if it pays no gold,

Life will always matter.

 


***

 


Pluto! We Are
Coming!

Pluto, god of underworld

God in darkness, god in cold.

Fit to reign, but not below,

Not given domain over souls.

You mark an area of space,

Not under sea or under hill,

But far away and high above,

A belt of frozen volatiles.

Beyond the giant planets

Large objects should exist,

Not thinly scatter icy crumbs,

Never did we look for this.

Humans did not make the trip,

An imager to be our eyes.

We have a way to count the dust,

Spectrometers to scan your skies.

What surprises now await

To teach us of creation?

When Sun was young and planets

Were early in formation?

Why are you red, not white or gray?

Our ignorance is stunning.

Now instruments are aimed at you.

Pluto! We are coming.

 


***

 


Riding on Light

Light has mass equivalence,

E equals M C squared

And though it's frame dependent,

There is momentum there

So once you are in orbit,

If you can spread a sail,

Your silver wings can carry you

On winds that never fail.

A modest little CubeSat

That fits within your hands.

Will demonstrate the concept

Far above our earthly lands.

Japan's Ikaros flew as high

And didn't burn its wings.

This inexpensive satellite

Will also spread its limbs.

Bring exploration into reach,

No student will be barred,

With low-cost parts from off-the-shelf

You'll someday reach the stars.

 


***

 


Starlight -
Haiku

Photons from the past

Have journeyed through dark eons

To rest in my eyes

 


***

 


Supernova

Once upon a time

In a galaxy far away,

A star exploded.

Went supernova.

Killed everything

That might have been,

Nearby in its way.

Twelve million years later

With clouds closing in.

In place of lessons planned for

Students play with astral cameras,

Observing the pretty star machine,

Messier 82.

The light arrived

At the students' eyes,

A star that shouldn't be there.

Yet safe we fare,

For our Earthly sake

The light will just illuminate.

Better than a beer bash night

Is capturing a nova's light.

London undergrads converse

On expansion of the universe.



***

 


Zodiacal Light

Right after sunset, for an
hour or two,

If the sky is quite clear and the ground lights are few,

If not masked by moonlight, you'll see a faint glow;

The zodiacal cloud's reflection will show.

Will spread 'cross the sky frosting Archer and Bull,

Dusting Balance and Goat and Pitcher too full.

Traced by the planets, the ecliptic plane

Is powdered by comets with cosmic dust grains.

Triangular glow, apex pointing high

To the two Fishes whose tails are tied.

The heaviest specks come spiraling in,

Light the Ram and the Maiden, though wispy and dim.

The smallest escape, as solar winds blow,

Illuminate Ram and Crab as they go.

Before Islam's false dawn or as twilight fades,

The Scorpion, Lion, in palest blaze.



***

 


These Salty
Waters

Salt preserves a water's flow,

Suppresses freezing in the cold.

Cassini's gravity data show

There is salt water down below

Titan's outer crust of ice,

And liquid water does entice.

Salt on Mars may also say

That water flows there some days.

Ten times the salt of earthly seas

But for a very few of these.

The Dead Sea harbors microbes small

That only thrive when rain drops fall.

Alga, fungi, biofilms

Find fresh water welcome.

Yet methane found on Titan, Mars,

Cannot survive the sunlight scars.

On Earth we'd say that life is there

Releasing methane in the glare.

So is there life on Saturn's moon?

Did Martian soils ever bloom?

Now we're poised to learn more,

To fly the missions, and explore.

 


Biology


Back

"We are glorious accidents of an unpredictable process."
Stephen Jay Gould

 


 


Misplaced
Animals

A gator crawls along the road

Near Hanover P A.

A freezing lemur found near death,

Why is he out this way?

Penguins seen in England

An emu, I'm no liar,

Creating hazards for the drive

Outside of South Yorkshire.

A monkey loose in Dorset

To aim your cell phone at.

Louisiana panther

Is just a kitty cat.

A lion roams in Norwalk,

In Californian hills,

Another stalks in Essex,

Its roar gives locals thrills.

Sometimes they're jokes or hoaxes,

Or just simple mistakes,

And sometimes real animals

Left to outlandish fate.

 


***

 


Ocean Current
Helmsmen

Sea monkeys - A favorite of comic book ads

The fairy shrimp I netted

In thickly stagnant ponds

Have cousins in the oceans

And the oceans may respond.

Once thought as floating helpless,

Adrift at waters' whim,

It seems they may create

Currents as they swim.

Swarms of tiny sea-monkeys,

Each with its own motility,

Make swirls and eddies as they swim;

Fluidic instability.

Great herds of plankton could, therefore,

Mix oceans as they swim,

Effect the climate of the world

With their lacey limbs.

 


***

 


You Are a Zoo

You are home to
millions,

More microbe cells than yours.

A human's minute biome,

The normal flora forms.

You grow your unique garden

In skin and gut and hair.

The most obsessed collector

Simply can't compare.

Ten thousand species strong,

Four pounds of life inside.

They crowd out nasty pathogens,

Even detoxify.



***

 


Prodigious Fossil
Ostracod

When you're a little shrimp

Life's an endless danger;

Today or untold years ago,

You really mustn't linger.

Little bitsy ostracods

Buried as they mated

Preserving sperm that are quite odd;

Longer than their creators.

Defeated by a clump of dirt,

Perhaps by some bats' poo,

Your children may have never swum

Eternal now are you.

 


***

 


Which Came
First?

Classic conundrums

Can be solved;

Ancestors laid eggs

Before chickens evolved.

And long before

Any bird flew,

Feathers evolved

More than we knew.

Lovely plumage,

Not just fluffy bits,

Completely covered

Archaeopteryx.

Long-shafted feathers

That never saw flight,

Spread wide in display,

Were a wondrous sight.

 


***

 


Microbe
Massacre

The Great Permian Dying,

A quarter billion years ago,

Ended life's early phase

And heralded the Meso.

Nine in ten forms were gone

Earth almost lost her soul.

Not land or sea protected them;

Life slipped from her foothold.

Attacks by hostile aliens?

Or pounded by bolides?

Did flares upon the Sun explode?

Or cosmic rays collide?

The villain was a microbe that

Dwelt peacefully for years,

Till fertilized by Vulcan's dust,

As sediments make clear.

A mindless little bug,

Meth-ano-sar-ci-na,

Bloomed down a strange and new

Metabolic pathway.

So if you think you rule the world,

Have dominion over all,

Consider other kingdoms

That have survived The Fall.

Earth almost lost her skin of life

When nickel from volcanoes,

Fertilized the oceans

For methane belching microbes.

Earth's biosphere then faltered

After such a hopeful start.

Four billion years' evolving

Near destroyed by bugs that fart.

 


***

 


Anxiety

Sweating, trembling, short of breath;

Choking, nausea, near to death;

Racing heart when danger's nigh

Leads to fear you'll lose your mind.

Is this response a human one?

Or would every creature run?

The little crayfish does respond,

Anxiety can fill its pond.

Exactly what the crayfish did

Without an ego, self, or id.

Put serotonin in its brain

And it will hide in dark again.

Acts not pathological;

Its fear comes from the practical.

It's afraid it will be eaten,

While you're afraid of public speaking.

 


***

 


Hami-Wing
Pterosaurs

Sexually dimorphic,

(Sort boys from girls by that)

Tridimensional fossils,

(They are not all squished flat):

Pterosaurs from China

With wingspans twice your height.

Like eagles they ate fishes,

Flew on bones so thin and light.

Lived in flocks gregarious

At their lakeshore home.

They lived together and they died

Huddled in a storm.

A hundred million years ago

They left a thousand bones,

Left narrow skulls with bony crests,

Left eggs that turned to stones.

 


***

 


Weirder Than You
Think

Ctenophores of oceans wide,

Iridescent jellies,

Are carnivores of tiny prey,

A swimming mouth and belly.

It's shaken up our notions

Of how animals evolved

A complex nervous system,

Gives a problem to be solved.

It's missing genes essential

To build its neural net,

And uses different chemicals

To transmit signals, yet,

It has, for half a billion years

Evolved in its own way,

And left its progeny so strange

To puzzle us today.

 


***

 


Ice Age Found

La Bera Tar Pits are well known

For ice-age monsters called them home:

The mammoths, ground sloths, short-faced bears

And saber-toothed cats found there.

It's from the smallest creatures that

We learn about the habitat.

From bacteria unnamed,

From insects and from pollen grains.

Flies and termites, water fleas;

We draw a picture based on these

Of a forest moist and dim

That formed the home they all lived in.

Two rare pupa bees were found,

Trapped forever in the ground.

Did not emerge or fly or mate,

But others of their



































































































































































































































cover.jpg





