" Planet Possibly Not Object Predicted

HE new member of the solar

system discovered beyond Nep-
tune may not be the ninth major
planet predicted by the late Prof.
Percival Lowell. Doubt was cast
upon its planetary nature by compu-
tations made at the Lowell Observa-
tory, where the remarkable solar
system outpost was discovered.

Over a month ago the discovery
of a faint heavenly object that
seemed to conform to the expected
orbit of the ninth planet thrilled the
world. Now it seems possible that
astronomers may eventually concede
that the Lowell Observatory astron-
omers discovered not the expected
major planet but a unique asteroid
or an extraordinary comet-like ob-
ject. Such a discovery will still be
rated as one of the most important
in the history of astronomy, perhaps
even more important than if it really
had been the planet for which the
search was being made,.

That “planet X” is not the Lowell
planet is to be inferred from the data
announced by Dr. V. M. Slipher,
director of the Lowell Observatory.
He did not discuss the implications
of the values of the “preliminary
orbit of planet X which has been
computed by the Lowell staff with
the aid of Dr. John A. Miller, di-
rector of the Sproul Observatory”
using positions of the object on Jan.
23, two days after it was first photo-
graphed, Feb. 23 and March 23.

The Lowell orbit computations
give the eccentricity as 0.909, mean-
ing that the object sweeps through
space in a greatly elongated ellipse,
far flatter than the orbit of  any
known planet and more like that of
a comet. The object’s path is far
more inclined to the plane of the
earth’s orbit than any major planet,
the calculated inclination being
seventeen degrees twenty-one min-
utes.
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Dr. Slipher reports that the dis-
tance of the object from the sun is
forty-one and three-tenths times
that of the earth, far more distant
than any known body in the solar
system. This is approximately the
distance of the planet Lowell pre-
dicted. Even more startling is Dr.
Slipher’s report that the greatest
diameter of the object’s orbit is such
that it sweeps out into space forty
billion miles from its position closest
to the sun. This is far greater than
any distance hitherto measured with-
in the solar system. The object has
just begun to recede from its closest
approach to the sun.

First intimation that the object
discovered by Lowell Observatory is
not the ninth planet was contained
in an announcement on April 5 of a
series of orbits computed by E. C.
Bower and F. L. Whipple under the
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direction of Prof. A. O. Leuschner
of the University of California.
Informed of the Lowell computa-
tions, Prof. Leuschner and Dr. Har-
low Shapley, director of the Harvard
College Observatory, issued the fol-
lowing statements to Science Service :

Possibly Asteroid
By Prof. Armin O, Leuschner

The Lowell result confirms the
possible high eccentricity announced
by us on April 5. Among the possi-
bilities are a large asteroid greatly
disturbed in its orbit by close ap-
proach to a major planet such as
Jupiter. Or it may be one of many
long period planetary objects yet to
be discovered, or a bright cometary
object. I have frequently referred
to the close orbital and physical re-
lationship of minor planets and
comets. High eccentricity and small
mass would seem to eliminate the
object as being planet X predicted
by Lowell, and signify an unexpected
discovery, nevertheless of highest
astronomical importance and interest
on account of the great distance of
an object in the solar system at dis-
covery.

The Lowell orbit agrees closely with
our orbit V, but our limited material
still admits other solutions. If the
Lowell orbit, and our orbit V, are
near the truth, the object is receding
from the sun in its course towards
aphelion and will gradually diminish
in brightness beyond the power of the
largest telescopes. Only with a very
accurate orbit could it be recovered
after several centuries.

More Important Than Planet
By Dr. Harlow Shapley

The preliminary orbit indicates a
remarkable type of member of the
solar system not comparable with
known asteroids and comets and per-
haps of greater importance in cos-
mogony than would be another ma-
jor planet beyond Neptune.
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