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Part C Proofreading 

SEEING DOUBLE
article by David Hill

What’s That I See?

One hundred and thirty-four years ago this month, the United States astronomer Asaph Hall saw something move close to Mars.

It was 1877, and the red planet was making one of its closest approaches to Earth. All over the world, astronomers were pointing their telescopes towards Mars.

In Italy, the astronomer Giovanni Schiaparelli thought he saw lines across Mars. An astronomer from the United States called Percival Lowell later became sure that these lines were canals, dug by Martians to carry water from the polar icecaps to the rest of the planet. It wasn’t until the 1960s that spacecraft got close enough to Mars to prove that the canals were just Lowell’s imagination.

On the night of 11 August 1877, staring through his telescope outside Washington, DC in the United States, Asaph Hall wasn’t sure what he’d glimpsed just before dawn. He had noticed a faint flicker beside Mars. Soon after, a fog had rolled in from the nearby river. The next four nights were cloudy. Not until 16 August did the excited Hall get back to his telescope.

Almost immediately, he found the same tiny gleam. It had travelled across the sky with Mars, so he reasoned that it must be somehow linked to the planet. As the night went by, Hall saw the gleam move behind Mars’s red disc and disappear.

Two nights later, as he searched for it again, he had a second shock.  Another tiny glimmer appeared, even closer to the planet and orbiting it at tremendous speed. Hall had found the two moons of Mars.

Astronomers had wondered for centuries whether the fourth planet from the Sun had any moons. Other people had wondered too. In the mid-eighteenth century the French writer Voltaire wrote a story that claimed Mars had two natural satellites. A little earlier, the English-Irish writer Jonathan Swift said the same in his book Gulliver’s Travels. Swift even got the moons’ distances from Mars almost right.

These events took place over a century before Asaph Hall saw the moons through his telescope. Had Voltaire and Swift somehow time-travelled, or made secret contact with Martians?

No. In the eighteenth century, people already knew Mercury and Venus had no moons and Earth had one; and they believed that Jupiter had four and Saturn five. So it probably seemed tidy to give two moons to Mars. (With our powerful modern telescopes we now know that Jupiter and Saturn have more than 20 moons each!)

