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Visit to a Small Planet
F O U R S C O R E A N D Z E R O years ago in

Flagstaff, Arizona, Clyde Tombaugh, a
bespectacled 24-year-old just off the
farm from Burdett, Kansas, joined an
exclusive fraternity of merit from which
he has been posthumously booted.
Clyde found a planet—which those costive bastards of the International Astronomical Union now say isn’t a planet!
Our family rambled into Flagstaff a
few years back, bunking in the downtown Hotel Monte Vista, a splendidly
faded and haunted monument. We slept
in the Clark Gable room, though Clark
seems among the least likely Hollywood
haints. (I wouldn’t stay in a Sal Mineo
room for nothin’!)
Flagstaff is also home to the Lowell
Observatory, founded in 1894 by the
Boston Brahmin Percival Lowell, who
was convinced that he had seen with his
own eyes Martian-made canals on the
Red Planet.
Lowell was a rich man with a magnificent obsession and the integrity to pay
for it himself rather than milk the taxpayers. If his astronomers never did find
life on Mars, one found something even
less expected—Pluto.
In contrast to the computerized robotism of astronomy today, everything
about Pluto’s discovery was fallible,
painstaking, whimsical—human.
Discoverer Tombaugh was a classic
American boy who spent his Kansas
days in the wheatfields and his nights at
the eyepiece of his homemade telescope. On cloudy evenings, he taught
himself Greek and Latin; on Sunday
afternoons, his pasture hosted the
neighborhood touch-football game.
College was out of the question. So
was a “career,” until in one of those message-in-a-bottle tosses characteristic of
bright and naïve provincial lads, Clyde
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sent his freehand drawings of Mars and
Jupiter to the Lowell Observatory.
His timing was perfect. Observatory
director Vesto Slipher was looking for a
talented amateur to work long hours at
low pay searching for the “Planet X”
hypothesized by Percival Lowell. Vesto
decided to give the kid a shot. So in January 1929, Muron Tombaugh drove his
son Clyde to the train station at Larned,
Kansas, whence the youth departed for
Flagstaff with Dad’s parting words ringing in his ears: “Clyde, make yourself
useful, and beware of easy women.”
In his history of Great-Uncle Percy’s
colony of the starstruck, The Explorers
of Mars Hill (1994), William Lowell
Putnam writes that Slipher desired not
a theoretician but a plodder for the
“boring and tedious” planet search.
Using a “blink comparator” microscope,
Tombaugh spent up to nine hours a day
comparing photographic plates of identical patches of sky taken at intervals of
several days.
At about 4 p.m. on Feb. 18, 1930, “I
saw a little image popping in and out,”
Clyde told his biographer David Levy,
himself a romantic comet-chasing poet
of the Arizona sky. Clyde walked down
the hall and into the director’s office.
“Dr. Slipher,” he said, “I have found your
Planet X.”
The obscure Kansan, his era’s version
of an industrious office intern, had
become the third person in recorded history to find a planet.
He became famous, in a “yes, but”
way. In William Lowell Putnam’s phrase,
Clyde was Pluto’s “fortuitous discoverer, the photographic technician
Tombaugh.”
Ouch! Bring me my tea, boy, and step
lively!
Pluto—it’s a good name, isn’t it? Sure,

it’s no Uranus, that gift to generations of
snickering schoolboys, but it evokes the
underworld and honors with its first two
letters Percival Lowell, whose batty and
litigious widow asked Clyde, “Are you
willing to have the planet named Constance?” (He was not, though Mrs.
Lowell shared Pluto’s iciness and highly
irregular orbit.)
You might regard Tombaugh’s story as
a parable of the diligent clerk, the persevering drone, but there was an ardor in
his arduousness. Bearing only a diploma
from good old Burdett High—“Let each
sheep wear his own skin,” said Thoreau
of such honors—Clyde seized the
chance he was given by the outliers at
Lowell, which was “virtually an outcast
in professional astronomical circles,” as
Tombaugh later wrote. (Soon thereafter,
the principal of Burdett High convinced
the University of Kansas to award the
planet discoverer a scholarship. Talk
about a distinguished freshman! Clyde
eventually taught astronomy at New
Mexico State in Las Cruces, becoming
that city’s most famous resident since
Billy the Kid-killer Pat Garrett.)
Eighty years after Clyde broke the
news to Vesto, Pluto is in a categorical
netherworld—more out than in, alas.
Those who expelled Pluto from the
planet club are, in the main, credentialed astronomers employed by government-subsidized facilities in which a
21st-century Clyde Tombaugh would be
wearing a hairnet and ladling mac and
cheese in the cafeteria.
David Levy told me that Tombaugh,
who died in 1997, was saddened in his
final years by the suspicion that he and
Pluto were in for a demotion. “Dwarf
planet” they call it now. But maybe that’s
okay. Pluto, Flagstaff, Clyde Tombaugh
—small really is beautiful.
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GREAT NEW TITLES
FROM ENCOUNTER BOOKS
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AMERICA’S LIMITLESS WELFARE STATE
by William Voegeli (Coming in May)
978-1-59403-376-6 | $23.95
“William Voegeli may be the most valuable, engaging
and original critic of liberalism writing today. I have
been waiting for him to write this book for years.
No serious student of contemporary political life
will regret their investment in this profound yet
eminently accessible work. Never Enough answers
questions most people struggle even to articulate.”
— Jonah Goldberg, author of Liberal Fascism

THE NEW VICHY SYNDROME
WHY EUROPEAN INTELLECTUALS
SURRENDER TO BARBARISM
by Theodore Dalrymple
978-1-59403-372-8 | $23.95
“This book is a typical Theodore Dalrymple
product: erudite, witty, unfashionably blunt and,
above all, wise.”
— Christopher Caldwell, author of
Reﬂections on the Revolution in Europe

HOW THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION
HAS POLITICIZED JUSTICE
by Andrew C. McCarthy
978-1-59403-474-9 | $5.99
In this eye-popping Broadside, Andrew C. McCarthy
reveals how the Obama Justice department under
Attorney General Eric Holder has co-opted law
enforcement for politics. For the past eight years,
a group of lawyers volunteered their services to
America’s enemies, and many of them now reside
in our Justice Department.

CONSERVATISM REDEFINED

A CREED FOR THE POOR
AND DISADVANTAGED

by Patrick Garry | 978-1-59403-347-6 | $23.95
“Professor Garry has offered up a compelling
interpretation of the state of American politics and
has given conservatives much to consider and great
reason for hope as they plot the course ahead.”
— U.S. Senator John Thune

THE EMPIRE OF LIES
THE TRUTH ABOUT CHINA
IN THE 21ST CENTURY
by Guy Sorman
978-1-59403-263-9 | $15.95
“[Empire of Lies] transforms all things we were
accustomed to believe concerning China. In Sorman’s
new book, once again, I am impressed by his persistent endeavor
to reach the deepest reality, an incredible wealth of knowledge, an
intimate union between observations and reﬂection.”
— Claude Levi-Strauss

THE BAD SCIENCE AND BAD
POLICY OF OBAMA’S GLOBAL
WARMING AGENDA
by Roy W. Spencer
978-1-59403-482-4 | $5.99
Former NASA climatologist and leading climate
researcher Roy W. Spencer examines the Obama
administration’s calls for radical reductions in
greenhouse gas emissions and addresses the new
science that suggests that our modern fears of
anthropogenic global warming might well be unfounded.

A RAT IS A PIG IS A DOG IS A BOY:
THE HUMAN COST OF THE
ANIMAL RIGHTS MOVEMENT
by Wesley J. Smith
978-1-59403-346-9 | $25.95
“Wesley J.Smith knows too well that if the activists
ever succeeded in their goals, if they established
through culture or law that human beings have
no intrinsic dignity greater than that of any animal, the world
would not be a better place for either humankind or animals.”
— Dean Koontz

OBAMA’S RADICAL TRANSFORMATION
OF AMERICA: YEAR ONE
by Joshua Muravchik
978-1-59403-475-6 | $5.99
In only one year, Joshua Muravchik reveals,
Obama has saddled Americans with a skyrocketing deﬁcit that will leave future generations
deeply in debt; a health-care plan that prescribes
a cure worse than the illness; catastrophically
expensive environmental schemes; and a foreign
policy that appeases enemies and punishes friends.
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Want to Have the Best Week of your Life?
Register today for one of Christendom College’s exciting life-changing summer programs!

Sacred Music/Chant Program
Students who will be entering their junior or senior year of high school in the Fall of 2010 are
invited to join Christendom College’s Choir Director, Dr. Kurt Poterack, and guest lecturer, Fr.
John Zuhlsdorf, for this inaugural Sacred Music and Gregorian Chant Program.
The program will involve learning to sing from the Catholic Church’s treasury of Sacred Music,
particularly the rudiments of singing and reading Gregorian chant notation, and will conclude with
a sung Latin Mass.
One session (with a maximum of 20 students) will be held from June 16–June 20 and will cost
$350. To register, go to www.christendom.edu and ﬁll in the online registration form or contact
the Admissions Oﬃce at 800.877.5456. Full payment is due at the time of registration. Registration
deadline is one month prior to the beginning of the program.

Experience Christendom Program
Students who will be entering their senior year in high school in the Fall of 2010 are invited
to join students from across America and around the world to take part in this life-changing
summer program. Students will experience what life is like as a student at Christendom College.
The academic life will be seamlessly joined to the spiritual, physical, moral, and recreational aspects
of the Christendom educational experience.
Choose from four one-week sessions, each costing $500 (limited ﬁnancial assistance will be available
on a ﬁrst-come, ﬁrst-served basis). 40 students will be accepted for each session.
Session 1: June 19–June 26 / Session 2: June 27–July 4
Session 3: July 10–July 17 / Session 4: July 18–July 24
Students will spend their mornings taking classes in Theology, Philosophy, Literature, and History in
order to gain an appreciation for the liberal arts. After Mass, lunch, Benediction, and Rosary students
will spend their afternoons and evenings enjoying a number of recreational, sporting, and social activities.
They will enjoy canoeing on the Shenandoah River, hiking on Skyline Drive, swing and contra dancing,
bowling, volleyball, participating in a talent show, eating a steak dinner at the Admissions Director’s
house, and going to an Irish Barn Dance at College President O’Donnell’s house.

Latin Immersion Program
Interested in speaking and reading Latin, rather than simply translating Latin? Will you be a high
school junior or senior in the Fall of 2010? Christendom College Classics Professor Dr. Mark Clark
will guide you in deepening your ability to think and converse in Latin, using the same method that
modern language immersion programs use, as well as the Latin teaching traditions of the Catholic
Church.
Choose from two one-week sessions, each costing $895. Prior knowledge of Latin is preferred,
although not required. Students who have participated in a past session will receive a discounted
price. Contact the Admissions oﬃce for details. July 11–July 17 OR July 18–July 24.
Besides studying Latin, students will also go on a hike on Skyline Drive, participate in recreational/
athletic activities, take a trip into nearby Washington, DC, and spend quality time with the professors outside of the classroom. Space is limited to 25 students per session. Register online at www.
christendom.edu. Registration deadline is one month prior to the beginning of each session.

Space is Limited. Register Online Today!
Christendom College ~ Front Royal,
Virginia ~ 800.877.5456 ~ www.christendom.edu
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