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General Information 
 
The planet Mars is named after the Roman God of War. Its color, slightly red, must 
have reminded the ancient viewers of the blood shed during battles. Its two moons, 
Deimos and Phobos, carry with them ominous translations of their names as well, 
Terror and Fear, respectively.  Both moons are very small and were not formed like our 
own Moon; they may, in fact, be gravitationally captured asteroids. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mars is only about half the size of Earth, and is one of the four terrestrial planets. It is 
the fourth planet from the Sun. Mars is probably the most studied planet. Unlike Venus 
and Mercury who are “sun-huggers” and must rise and set with the Sun, Mars lies 
beyond our orbit and therefore can be in the night sky all night long. This Wanderer 
(the Greek word for planet) does some of the most noticeable wandering. It takes less 
than two years to make its trip around the Sun so it travels through the constellations of 
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the Zodiac quite quickly and noticeably. Venus and Mercury wander even faster but 
can be lost in the glare of the Sun.  
The study of the movement of Mars created a mystery that until the 18th century was 
unexplainable. Mars would progressively march towards the East, but then turn and 
head west for a period of time, then back east again. This occurred about every two 
years. All the visible planets do this, but Mars was easier to track. Astronomers of old 
came up with all types of explanations including something called “epicycles”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It wasn’t until the astronomer Tycho Brahe (1546-1601) mathematically plotted the 
movement of Mars and turned over that information to Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) 
that the laws of planetary motion were understood.  
Many space probes have flown both to and past the planet, giving us much information 
that would otherwise have been lost in space.  

 Meteorites from Mars indicate that much of the surface rock 
is composed of a volcanic substance like basalt. The dust that 
covers these rocks is an iron oxide or rust-like powder. This 
rust-like powder is responsible for giving Mars its red color in 
the night sky. 
The surface of Mars has several distinct 
features. Its polar caps composed of water ice 
and frozen carbon dioxide are quite noticeable 
with a telescope (depending on its tilt).  
Olympus Mons, Mount Olympus, an extinct 

volcano, is the largest mountain in the solar system being 26 km high (3 
times larger than Mt. Everest) and having a base as large as the state of 
Arizona!  
Valles Marineris, a canyon that is deeper than the Grand Canyon and 
could have been caused by flowing water, would stretch almost the 
United States here on Earth, but stretches across the planet on Mars. 
It was named for the first fly-by satellite Mariner 4.   
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Because of the size and composition of Mars, its gravitational pull is about 1/3 that of 
Earth. This gravitational pull can only hold the heaviest of gasses. Carbon dioxide is a 
heavy gas and composes almost the entire atmosphere. Its atmosphere is very thin and 
strong winds created by the melting of the polar caps during the spring and summer 
creates massive wind storms and dust devils that plague the planet. 
  
Percival Lowell (1855-1916) reawakened the interest of the world with his 

publications of a map of Mars in 1908, showing what he considered 
to be canals that intelligent life used to transfer water from the 
melting polar caps to the desert parts of the planet. 
Giovanni Schiaparelli, an Italian astronomer, had 
drawn similar lines years before. 
Even though we know that there are no canals on 
Mars, the thought of Martians and Alien life has                                                
spurred much exploration. Many books and movies 

have been made with the theme of Martian invasion, but perhaps the 
most famous fictional account was a radio broadcast in the late 1930’s. “The War of the 
Worlds” has become a classic and is well worth listening to. 
 
Mars has been the destination of many unmanned space probes, about half of which 
have been unsuccessful. This high failure rate has become known as the Mars Curse. 
Some of the partially successful and fully successful are as follows:  The U.S. Mariner 
4 fly by, launched in 1964.  The Russian Mars 1 and 2 landed on Mars in 1971, but 
contact was lost only seconds after landing. The U.S. used Viking 1 and 2 as orbiters 
with landers that sent back the first color pictures. The Orbiters sent back such great 
maps of Mars that they are still being used today. In 1988 the Russian Phobos 1&2 
were supposed to fly by and send a lander to the surface of Mars but Phobos 1 was lost 
when it failed to lock on to the Sun, losing power to its solar cells. Phobos 2 got close 
to Phobos, but lost contact before the lander was released. The U. S. Mars Global 
Surveyor began taking great shots of the Mars surface towards the end of the 20th 
century. At the same time the U. S. Pathfinder Mission taking Sojourner, the first Mars 
rover, succeeded in taking a better look at the surface of Mars. In 2001 the Mars 
Odyssey orbiter found Hydrogen in the upper crust of Mars. This may indicate the 
presence of water. Perhaps the most successful mission to Mars has been the Mars 
Exploration Rovers launched in 2003.  Spirit and Opportunity proved liquid water 
existed some time in the past. These two rovers were expected to last only a short time 
(about 90 days). They continue to send information about the red planet even today. 
The Launch of the Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter in 2005 gave us great maps of Mars 
and helped us understand Mars’ weather. Finally the Phoenix, launched last year is 
expected to touch down on May 25 of this year. It will dig into the permafrost near the 
northern polar cap of Mars looking for water and signs of life.  
It is the goal of NASA to return to Mars by 2035. The ISS is currently studying the 
problems astronauts will encounter being in zero gravity for so long. But one of the 
problems that is difficult to prepare for is that of watching Earth disappear as the planet 
that we recognize as home and becoming just another bright star in the broad expanse 
of space. 
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