
The story behind life on Mars

	18th century
	Astronomers use a telescope to observe dark markings and bright polar caps. They time the motions of the markings, and establish that a Martian day is about 24 hours. This leads to a belief that Mars is another Earth.

	1877
	Italian astronomer Schiaparelli believes he can see (through a small telescope) fine straight lines. He reports these as canali (channels). The word is mistranslated into English as ‘canals’. This leads to the belief that the canals are water courses built by an intelligent Martian race to carry water from the polar caps to the lower altitudes.

	1894
	Lowell (wealthy Boston founder of Lowell Observatory, used primarily for the study of Mars) maps hundreds of canals and publicises his results.

	1907
	The public is now convinced life exists on Mars, and generally agrees that the Martian race is older and wiser than humans. The belief of intelligent life on Mars is further strengthened by sightings of bright clouds and flashes of light on the planet.

	1912
	Novelist Edgar Rice Burroughs begins a series of 11 novels about the adventures of John Carter, an earthman lost on Mars. Burroughs’ Martian geography (with real and mythical Mediterranean names given by Schiaparelli) and green-skinned inhabitants become household words. 

	1938
	A radio dramatisation of H.G. Wells’s book The War of the Worlds is broadcast on Halloween night. Listeners mistake it for a genuine news broadcast of the invasion of Earth by Martians. They flee their homes in panic. 

	1965
	On July 15, the first spacecraft to fly past Mars (Mariner 4) sends photos to Earth that disprove the existence of canals and of Martians. Scientists now believe that the canals are optical illusions.


Mars vs. Earth

	Similarities with Earth (where life exists)
	Dissimilarities

	A day on Mars is 24 hours, 40 minutes.
	Mars is about half the diameter, and one-eighth the volume of Earth. Its smaller size has allowed it to cool faster than Earth, and much of its atmosphere has leaked away

	A year on Mars is 1.88 Earth years.
	Mars’ atmosphere is thin; the density at the surface is about 1% that of Earth’s. The low density means any liquid water would boil into vapour.

	Mars has a tilted axis (24o) – Earth’s is 23.5o.
	The air on Mars is 95% carbon dioxide with almost no oxygen or water vapour.

	As the northern and southern hemispheres in turn face the sun, seasonal changes are visible (e.g. the white polar cap shrinks, the greyish surface marking darken).
	The soil is reddish, indicating iron oxides that lock oxygen in chemical compounds with iron in the soil.

	Mars shows signs of geological activity. (It has some of the largest volcanoes in the solar system.)
	Mars’ surface has no moving plates – its crust is frozen into a solid one-plate layer
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