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'I%e designers of the Collier’s school included this architectural team:
elicnﬁnﬂu hompson, Sarah Harkness, Norman Fletcher, Chester Nagel,

Walter Gropius, Jean B. Fletcher, John C. Harkness, Louis A. McMillen

Collier’s for April 30, 1954
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By DR. FRED L. WHIPPLE

Chairman, Department of Astronomy, Harvard University

Astronomers—planning to

summer—are nearer than

through its lopsided orbit around the sun,

will be closer to the earth than at any time
since 1941. All over the world, scientists will train
batteries of telescopes and cameras on the big red
sphere in history’s greatest effort to unravel some
of the mystery surrounding this most intriguing of
the planets.

Next to Venus, Mars is our closest planetary
neighbor. Even so, it will be 40,000,000 miles
away as it passes by this summer (compared to
250,000,000 miles at its farthest point from the
earth); on the most powerful of telescopes it will
look no larger than a coffee saucer. Still, it will be
close enough to provide astronomers important
facts about its size, atmosphere and surface con-
ditions—and the possibility that some kind of life
exists there.

We already know a great deal.

Mars’s diameter is roughly half the size of the
earth. The Martian day is 24 hours, 37 minutes
long, but its year is nearly twice as long as ours—
670 Martian days. During daylight hours, the tem-
perature on Mars shoots into the eighties, but at
night a numbing cold grips the planet: the tempera-
ture drops suddenly to 95 below zero, Fahrenheit.

There is no cvidence of oxygen in Mars’s thin
blue atmosphere. Moreover, its atmospheric pres-
sure is so low that an earth man couldn’t survive
without a pressurized suit. If life of any kind does
exist on Mars it must be extremely rugged.

Through the telescope, astronomers can clearly

ON JULY 2d, the planet Mars, swinging

give the great red planet its closest scrutiny in history this

=]

ever before 1o answering the most fascinating question of all

see Mars’s great reddish deserts, blue-tinted cloud
formations and—especially conspicuous—its dis-
tinctive polar caps.

The Martian polar caps cover about 4,000,000
square miles in the wintertime—an area roughly
half the size of the North American continent.
But as they melt in spring, strange blue-green areas
develop near their retreating edges. Some months
later these color patches, now covering great areas
of the planet’s surface, turn brownish. Finally in
the deep of Martian winter they're a dark choco-
late color. Do these seasonal color variations in-
dicate some sort of plant or vegetable life? That’s
one of the riddles we’d like to solve.

There’s another big question mark: Mars’s so-
called canals. Although most modern astronomers
have long since discounted the once popular theory
that the faint tracings scen by some on Mars are
actually a network of waterways (and, therefore,
perhaps constructed by intelligent beings), we still
don’t know what they are—or if they exist at all.

The “canals” have had a controversial history.
They were first reported in 1877 by an Italian
astronomer named Giovanni Schiaparelli who said
he had scen delicate lines tracing a gridlike pattern
over vast areas of the planet. He called them
canali—*‘canals” or “channels.”

Since Schiaparelli, many astronomers (especially
Dr. Percival Lowell, who established an observa-
tory for the primary purpose of studying Mars)
have reported observing the delicate veinlike lines.
Others, just as keen-sighted, have spent years study-

ing the Martian face without once seeing the dis-
puted markings.

This year we may get an opportunity to clear up
the canal confusion once and for all. An Ameri-
can team, sponsored jointly by the National Geo-
graphic Society and Lowell Observatory, will
photograph Mars from Bloemfontein, South Af-
rica, where Mars will appear almost directly over-
head nightly during carly July. The U.S. team,
using new photographic techniques and the latest
in fast film emulsions, expects to get the most de-
tailed photographs of the planet yet obtained.

But great as the 1954 Mars observation program
promises to be, it's only the curtain raiser for 1956,
when Mars will approach to within 35,000,000
miles of the earth. Not for another 15 years, in
1971, will it be so close again.

When all the findings have been evaluated we
may be able to make some intelligent guesses as to
the possibility of life on Mars. Chances are that bac-
teria are the only type of animal life which could
exist in the planet’s oxygenless atmosphere. There
also may be some sort of tough, primitive plant
life—perhaps lichens or mosses which produce
their own oxygen and water. Such plants might
explain the changing colors of the Martian seasons.

There’s one other possibility.

How can we say with absolute certainty that
there isn’t a different form of life existing on Mars
—a kind of life that we know nothing about? We
can’t. There’s only one way to find out for sure
what is on Mars—and that’s to go there. . &
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Rocket expert Dr. Wernher von Braun discusses the
problems of a trip to Mars on the pages that follow
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