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Sooner or later, we will face a catastrophic threat from space. Of all the possible threats, only a gigantic asteroid hit can destroy the entire planet. If we prepare now, we better our odds of survival. The dinosaurs never knew what hit them.

—Michio Kaku
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1: What’s It All About?
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Ability to see the cultural value of wilderness boils down, in the last analysis, to a question of intellectual humility.

—Aldo Leopold

We are all citizens of history.

—Clifton Paul Fadiman

(1904-1999)

If they don't have highpoints in Heaven, I'm not going.

—Jack Longacre

(Founder, Highpointers Club)
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Hello!  If you’re new to the Ameritrekking and Highpointing series of books and booklets, Welcome!  If you and I have met before, however indirectly, Welcome Back!
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I’ll explain what this little booklet is all about in just a moment but first I wish to be completely upfront and make the following ...

!!!!!  FULL DISCLOSURE  !!!!!

... which is that this short story is taken essentially word for word from a full-length book entitled Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Therefore, if you already have that book, there is no need to buy this booklet.
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And now, here are quick explanations of Ameritrekking and highpointing.  What are those things?  What’s it all about?

Ameritrekking is a word I made up.  It began in 1995 when my employer told me to start using up months of accumulated vacation time.  I talked my way into three weeks off all at once.  I used the time to see the country by car.  This became the first book in the series, Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  Along the way I realized that something above and beyond a long vacation was happening.  That something I eventually called Ameritrekking.  The next year I took another three-week trip and a pattern was established.  It’s been over 20 years now and I’m still rolling around.  So far I’ve driven over 100,000 miles and been to all of the states in the Lower Forty-Eight.  I’ve spent over twelve months on the road.  After each trip I wrote up an extensive report based on notes and pictures taken along the way.  Lastly I rewrote the reports to create what I hope is a series of entertaining tales about a beautiful country.  That is Ameritrekking.

Highpointing is a word somebody else made up.  A highpoint is defined as the highest natural geographic point in a state.  Each state has a highpoint, even lowly Florida.  Every state is unique and so is every highpoint.  Some are mountains while some are not.  Some are accessible by wheelchair (once you drive to them) while some require a significant investment in mountaineering equipment and training even to attempt.  I have been to 45 of the 50 highpoints.  I live at an elevation of 13 feet above sea level in Florida, within walking distance of saltwater, and have few illusions about my abilities.  I am not a mountaineer.  Nevertheless I managed to climb higher than I thought possible and maybe reading about my journey will inspire you in your life.  That is highpointing.

Highpointing involves a lot of travel, much of it by car.  Even if you decide to fly you’ll find that in most states airports and highpoints are far apart, so you end up driving a long way anyway.  Ameritrekking and highpointing are two different hobbies but they complement each other well, especially if you embrace the idea that the journey matters more than the destination.

It was between my first two highpoints on the first Ameritrek that I went to Barringer Meteor Crater in Arizona.  A brochure I received proclaimed it to be one of the most extraordinary places on Earth, and that is not empty blather.  If anything it is an understatement because it might be the most extraordinary place on Earth.  One day at work, after I had been on several cross-country road trips totaling tens of thousands of miles, someone asked me this question: What was the most amazing place I had ever visited?  Not prepared with a ready response, and having by then been to many amazing places, I was temporarily at a loss.  I said I would think about it and provide an answer the next day.  At home later that evening I opened up my vacation reports and set about preparing a top-ten list.  After an hour or so of mulling things over, I put Arizona’s Meteor Crater in the number one spot.

Years have since passed and by now I’ve driven over halfway to the Moon with all that implies in terms of the number of places visited.  I could come up with other lists but that first one was not wrong.  If I were to advise someone who was dying and whose time on Earth was limited, I would have no problem recommending Meteor Crater as the one place to visit.  If you think about it, everyone’s time on Earth is limited.  The Crater has been around for about 50,000 years and it isn’t going anywhere anytime soon, but you and I are, so keep that in mind.

It’s now been over two decades since these things came to pass and looking back over that span of time I honestly can’t say that the highpointing was better than the Ameritrekking or the other way around.  They were both worth doing and today the recollections of each are warm and fuzzy in some vital but indescribable way.

They form a mental bank account on which we draw in leaner times.

—Edwin Way Teale

(On memories)

Chapter 2 in this booklet first appeared as Chapter 23 in the book Ameritrekking and Highpointing: Discovering America the Beautiful.  There are occasional references to things in the full-length book that may seem out of place here.  I left those references in so that you can see exactly what you’ll get in the big book.  The events described took place in August 1995.  You may wonder how I can be so specific about a trip that happened many years ago.  The answer is simple: I wrote down the details at the time and when I returned home I immediately created a much more extensive report with those details in front of me while the memories were still fresh.

This booklet is not a comprehensive visitor’s guide to Barringer Meteor Crater, although you should get a feel for what it’s like.  It is Joe’s JOE, his personal Journal of Experiences.  Another visitor may have similar experiences, or totally different ones.

There are better ways to visit the Crater than the way I went about it.  I should have given myself more time to experience that other-worldly place.  I regret not doing so.  My excuse is that I was short on time.  If you read the big books you’ll see that this is a common problem in Ameritrekking.  America is bigger than my vacations were long, which is a nice problem to have, although it’s still a problem.  But short visits are better than no visits.  I was learning by doing.  I’m still learning.  I hope you enjoy the story and if you ever go there yourself, may you profit from my example.
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2: The Steel Rain
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It is calculated that there is about a 1 percent chance of an [asteroid] impact in the next century equivalent to a 1,000-megaton nuclear explosion....

—Robert Adams

The probability of being hit by a large asteroid is exceedingly small.  But if it happened, it would eliminate society.

—Tom Gehrels

Astronomer
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It was probably another beautiful day in southern Arizona 49,500 years ago.  But this was not fated to last.  Out of the blackness of interplanetary space a large tumbling boulder was headed our way.  Made of iron and nickel and about 150 feet across, it was traveling at least seven miles per second (per second, not per hour; that is, at least 25,000 miles per hour) and maybe faster relative to the earth.  Had its orbit been just slightly different, it would have silently whipped past the 8,000-mile-diameter bulk of the earth in less than 20 minutes.  But it didn't.  The earth was in the way.  Specifically, Arizona was in the way.  Blasting through the atmosphere in mere seconds, it slammed into the ground west and south of present-day Winslow.  The flying mountain stopped flying, decelerating from 25,000 miles per hour (or faster) to zero miles per hour in a tiny fraction of one second.  Such a violent change in velocity cannot happen without energy being released.  Energy was released.  A lot of energy was released.

The result was an explosion of nuclear proportions.  In every respect except that there was no radioactive fallout, what occurred was equivalent to the detonation of a nuclear bomb, a large nuclear bomb.  The energy released at impact is estimated at 20 megatons. This is more than 1,000 Hiroshima-class weapons.  Twenty megatons is twenty million tons (20,000,000) or forty billion pounds (40,000,000,000) of high explosive.  One pound of high explosive, detonated in the right place, is likely to render the average suburban home uninhabitable.

The pressure of the atmosphere at sea level is 15 pounds per square inch.  Military testing of nuclear weapons during the Cold War demonstrated that an overpressure of 5 pounds per square inch is sufficient to smash a brick building completely flat and turn it into a pile of rubble.  The overpressure at impact was an estimated 20,000,000 pounds per square inch, turning graphite into diamond.

The impact gouged out a bowl-shaped crater 4,000 feet across and ripped out a hole 550 feet deep in what had been a flat plain.  Huge masses of rock were lifted straight up out of the ground to a height of 150 feet to form a ring-shaped hill over two miles in circumference.  The vertical difference between the top of the circular wall and the crater floor is 700 feet, more than the height of the Washington Monument.  House-sized blocks of limestone were blasted up and out onto the crater walls.  Smaller pieces of rock, some up to a few feet in diameter and weighing tons, were hurled as far as several miles away to crash down onto the surrounding plain.

Local weather conditions in the blast area would have been extreme.  A vast dark storm of dust and rubble weighing 175,000,000 tons boiled up into the sky taking the characteristic form of large explosions, a mushroom-shaped cloud.  When the rocks and dust of the cloud fell back to earth, they covered an area surrounding the crater thousands of acres in size.  The energy released raised the temperature of the storm cloud to 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit and higher, melting and even vaporizing rock and metal.  There then came a cloudburst the likes of which you never want to see.  On this hellish day 49,500 years ago, the Arizona sky rained droplets of glowing-hot liquid steel.

True fact: astronomers consider the Arizona impact event to have been a small affair in the ledger book of the cosmos.
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After departing the Grand Canyon, I returned to I-40 and headed east.  Just before getting to Flagstaff, I passed the Arizona Divide, elevation 7,335 feet.  Similar to the Continental Divide, the Arizona Divide is a line demarcating different watersheds.

I thought I saw Humphreys Peak to the north.  At 12,633 feet high, Humphreys is the highest point in Arizona.  There was no snow on the top. The area around the mountain is heavily wooded.  This did not look like "dry Arizona" at all.  Four years later, when I climbed this mountain, it was a wet and humid experience, among other things.  Stick around and we may climb it together.

East of Flagstaff the environment changed abruptly to dry and treeless.

I exited I-40, turning south onto a two-lane blacktop road not on the RAT map and stopped at what turned
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