
 
 

Impact cratering is one of the most dominant processes in the history of the solar system.  Nearly every solid surface seen 
in the solar system so far — planets, moons, asteroids, comets — has craters. 
 
Over 150 impact craters have been found on Earth.  The largest one has a diameter of about 180 miles.  Impact craters 
are much bigger than the objects that create them. 
 



 

 

 

Barringer Crater (left) near Winslow, Arizona, is one of Earth’s youngest 
craters, with an age of about 49,000 years.  The crater is almost a mile across 
and some 600 feet deep.  Based on the energy needed to make a crater that 
size, the impactor is estimated to have been about 150 feet in size, with a 
mass of over 100,000 tons and an impact speed of about 28,000 miles per 
hour. 
 
The largest known impact crater in the United States is 55 miles in diameter.  It 
is buried beneath Chesapeake Bay. 
 
The crater that may be related to the death of the dinosaurs lies beneath 
Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula and the southern Gulf of Mexico, and is nearly 
150 miles in diameter.  The role this impact had in the death of the dinosaurs is 
still being studied by scientists. 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

 

Formation of a “transient crater” takes only seconds, with the 
crater’s final form taking place in minutes to hours. 
 
 
Small, bowl-shaped craters like the Barringer Crater (above) are 
called simple craters.  With large, “complex” craters, the central 
part of the base rebounds upward to form a mountain or ring 
called a central uplift.  On Earth, complex craters can form if the 
crater diameter is about 2 miles or larger.  Unlike Upheaval 
Dome (below), many terrestrial complex craters are old enough 
to be buried or heavily eroded.  Examples of complex craters 
are easily seen on the moon using a telescope. 
 

 


