
IfOm n.. Miol PoveO 2012 U"'-t.aI UClic~ 

The Excitement of Discovery 
Early observers 

Experts have found evidence that 
earlier civilizations, such as the 
Babylonians" and Aztecs,*" might 
have observed transits of Venus. 
*Babylonians lived thousands of years ago in 
what is now Iraq. 
** Aztecs lived in what is now Mexico from 
about the 1300s to the 15OOs. 

Astronomer Johannes Kepler used 
math to predict a transit in 163l. 
To his dismay, he did not realize it 
would not be visible from his home in 
Germany, so he missed it. 

Astronomer Jeremiah Horrocks 
discovered there would be a second 
transit in 1639. He and his friend 
William Crabtree almost missed 
seeing that one because the sky was 
so cloudy. At the last minute, the 
clouds opened, and they became the 
first people to watch a transit of 
Venus in a scientific manner. 
Excitement builds 

Astronomers soon realized that by 
timing when the transit began and 
ended from different places on Earth, 
they could use those findings, and 
math, to figure out the size of the 
solar system. 

By the 1700s, when the next 
transits were due, astronomers 
all over the world were filled 
with excitement. Major scientific 
expeditions were launched to 
measure the transit. 

The Mini Page thanks Eric Christian and 
Lori S. Glaze, NASA, for help with this 
issue. 

Jeremiah Horrocks was the first person to 
predict and observe a transit of Venus. 

Seeking answers 
The transits of Venus in 1761 and 

1769 were a very big deal. For the 
first time, scientists from all over the 
world joined forces to solve a mystery. 

Astronomers journeyed to the far 
corners of the Earth to observe the 
transits. 

These astronomers set off to 
mountaintops and distant islands. 
They had no telegraphs or phones. 
They didn't even have accurate 
clocks to record the transit times. 

Although they did not have enough 
technology in the 1700s to take 
accurate measurements, they did 
learn a lot. A Russian astronomer 
saw a kind of glow around Venus 

It is 865 degrees F on 
the surface of Venus, 
hot enough to melt 
lead! There is no life 
there. 

and realized it 
might have an 
atmosphere. 

People got 
excited. They 
thought Venus 
might be a 
jungle planet 
inhabited by 
alien beings. 
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Keeping hope alive 
Astronomers waited 100 years for 

the next transits of Venus. By 1882, 
the transit of Venus was the top 
headline in papers all over the world. 

Once more, scientists braved 
dangers and hardships to view the 
transits. This time, they were able to 
figure out that the Earth was about 
93 million miles from the sun. 

This was nearly as exciting a 
discovery as the moon landing was 
less than a century later. It captured 
the imagination of the whole world. -
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This is an artist's idea of an exoplanet 
transiting across its star. 

Transits of exoplanets 
Transits of planets are very 

important to astronomers today. 
Finding planetary transits is the 
main way they discover new planets, 
or exoplanets, orbiting distant stars. 

Look through your newspaper for stories 
about the transit of Venus. 
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Venus Passes By 
This summer, people will get the 

chance to see a rare event. On June 5 
and 6, we will be able to see the planet 
Venus sail between the Earth and the 
sun. This crossing is called the transit 
of Venus. 

The Mini Page talked with experts 
from NASA to learn more about this 
exciting event. 

Warning! Even though we 
will be able to see Venus moving 
across the sun, we will need to 
wear special eclipse glasses to do 
so. Staring at the sun without 
protective glasses can blind us. 
Sunglasses do not offer enough 
protection. 

actually a planet, 
looks like the brightest star in the night 
sky. Sometimes we can see Venus around 
sunset, and we call it "the evening star." At 
other times, we see it just before sunrise. 
Then we call it "the morning star." 

Planet crossing 
In astronomy, a transit is when 

a body in space passes between two 
other bodies. From Earth, we can see 
only two planets, Mercury and Venus, 
cross between us and the sun. 

From Earth, we see 13 to 14 transits 
of Mercury every century. Because it 
is a much smaller planet than Venus, 
it is harder to see these transits. 

Transits of Venus are much more 
rare. We are able to see only two every 
100 to 121 years. 

Transits of Venus always come in 
pairs. There are eight years between 
each of these paired transits. The last 
transit of Venus was in 2004. 

There were none at all in the 20th 
century. The last transits were in the 
1800s. After this June, more than a 
century will pass before the next pair 
of Venus transits. 

On June 8, 2004, NASA's TRACE 
telescope took this rare shot of 
Venus crossing in front of the sun. 
This picture gives us a good idea 
of the size of the sun compared to 
Venus, or to the Earth. Earth and 
Venus are roughly the same size. 
This picture was shot with a special 
ultraviolet filter. 

Chance of a lifetime 
When the last transit of Venus 

occurred in 2004, it was the first time 
anyone alive had ever seen one. After 
the transit this June, few people now 
alive will ever see another one. 

The next pair of transits of Venus 
will be in 2117 and 2125. 

=-~~JP\ .. 
In the early 
1990s, the 
Magellan 

spacecraft used radar to take pictures of 
Venus' surface. Before. Venus' heavy cloud 
cover had prevented us from seeing the 
planet itself. 

~ 
§ 
8 
~ 

! 
I z 

~ 
§ 

:;: 
m 
o 
Z 
m 
~ 

'i2 
.~ 

50 

'" )5 

" o 

" !!l 


