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A Note from Mary Pope Osborne About the
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When I write Magic Tree House® adventures, I love including facts about the times and places Jack and Annie visit. But when readers finish these adventures, I want them to learn even more. So that’s why my husband, Will, and my sister, Natalie Pope Boyce, and I write a series of nonfiction books that are companions to the fiction titles in the Magic Tree House® series. We call these books Fact Trackers because we love to track the facts! Whether we’re researching dinosaurs, pyramids, Pilgrims, sea monsters, or cobras, we’re always amazed at how wondrous and surprising the real world is. We want you to experience the same wonder we do—so get out your pencils and notebooks and hit the trail with us. You can be a Magic Tree House® Fact Tracker, too!
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Here’s what kids, parents, and teachers have to say about the Magic Tree House® Fact Trackers:

“They are so good. I can’t wait for the next one. All I can say for now is prepare to be amazed!” —Alexander N.

“I have read every Magic Tree House book there is. The [Fact Trackers] are a thrilling way to get more information about the special events in the story.” —John R.

“These are fascinating nonfiction books that enhance the magical time-traveling adventures of Jack and Annie. I love these books, especially American Revolution. I was learning so much, and I didn’t even know it!” —Tori Beth S.

“[They] are an excellent ‘behind-the-scenes’ look at what the [Magic Tree House fiction] has started in your imagination! You can’t buy one without the other; they are such a complement to one another.” —Erika N., mom

“Magic Tree House [Fact Trackers] took my children on a journey from Frog Creek, Pennsylvania, to so many significant historical events! The detailed manuals are a remarkable addition to the classic fiction Magic Tree House books we adore!” —Jenny S., mom

“[They] are very useful tools in my classroom, as they allow for students to be part of the planning process. Together, we find facts in the [Fact Trackers] to extend the learning introduced in the fictional companions. Researching and planning classroom activities, such as our class Olympics based on facts found in Ancient Greece and the Olympics, help create a genuine love for learning!” —Paula H., teacher
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People have always been interested in space.

Cave people painted pictures of the night sky on the walls of their caves. Ancient Egyptians believed there were Sun gods and Moon goddesses. The ancient Chinese built stone towers so they could study the sky more closely.
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Over the centuries, people began to write down what they learned from looking at the skies. They gave the planets names. They made maps of the stars. They noted changes in the sky from month to month and from year to year.
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The study of the skies became the very first science. This science is called astronomy (uh-STRAHN-uh-mee).
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The word astronomy comes from the Greek language. It means “naming the stars.”



Ancient Astronomy

Nearly 2,000 years ago, an astronomer in Egypt named Ptolemy (TAHL-uh-mee) wrote the first books about astronomy. In his books, Ptolemy described how he thought the stars and planets moved in the sky.
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Ptolemy believed that Earth was at the center of everything. He thought the Sun, stars, and everything else in the sky traveled around Earth.

For over a thousand years, nearly everyone accepted Ptolemy’s ideas as facts. They did not know that Ptolemy’s “facts” were completely wrong.

Copernicus

Nicolaus Copernicus (nihk-uh-LAY-us koh-PUR-nuh-kus) was a Polish astronomer. He lived nearly 1,400 years after Ptolemy. Copernicus studied Ptolemy’s ideas for a long time. He knew something was not right.
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Copernicus figured out that the Sun does not travel around Earth. It’s really the other way around! Earth and all the other planets travel around the Sun.

Copernicus was afraid people would not accept his ideas. So he waited until he was about to die to let the world know what he thought. In 1543, he published a book that said Ptolemy was wrong.
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Oh, wow! Copernicus died just a few months after his book was published.



Copernicus’s fears came true. People were furious when they read his book! They liked thinking that Earth was the center of everything.

For many years, it was against the law even to talk about Copernicus’s ideas. The few people who believed Copernicus kept their belief secret.

Galileo

One person who believed Copernicus was an Italian astronomer named Galileo Galilei (gal-uh-LAY-oh gal-uh-LAY). Galileo was sure Copernicus was right. But he didn’t know how to prove it.
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One day, Galileo heard about a new invention. The invention was what we now call a telescope. The telescope made distant things seem closer.
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The first telescopes were used mostly on battlefields.



Galileo couldn’t believe that no one had used a telescope to study the sky! He was so excited by this idea that he built a telescope of his own.

When Galileo peered through his telescope into the night sky, modern astronomy was born.
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Galileo saw rings around the planet Saturn.
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He saw moons circling the planet Jupiter.
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He saw that the planet Venus seemed to change shape, just like our Moon.
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And he saw that there were millions and millions of stars—far more than anyone had ever imagined.
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The longer Galileo looked into the heavens, the more certain he became that Earth was not the center of everything!

Galileo studied the sky for the next 30 years. He wrote many books about his discoveries. Near the end of his life, he was arrested for teaching his ideas to others. He died trying to show people that Copernicus was right.

Sir Isaac Newton

Isaac Newton was an English scientist. He made many discoveries. His most important discovery was the law of gravity.
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Gravity is the invisible force that pulls everything on Earth toward the ground. Without gravity, we’d all float away!

Newton thought it was gravity that kept the Moon traveling around Earth. He thought the Sun might have gravity, too. That would explain why Earth and the other planets kept traveling around the Sun instead of flying off into space.
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Theories are well-tested scientific explanations.



Newton’s ideas about gravity helped people understand and accept the theories of Copernicus and Galileo.


Early Astronomers

Ptolemy
Copernicus
Galileo
Newton



The Big Mistake

Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton were on the right path to understanding space. But they made one big mistake. They all thought that everything in space traveled around the Sun.

Over time, astronomers have learned much more. They’ve learned that far from being the center of everything, the Sun is just another star among billions and billions of stars. And they’ve learned that Earth is a tiny speck in a universe so big it’s almost impossible to imagine.

[image: ]

[image: ]

Hans Lippershey (HAHNS LIP-ur-shay) invented the telescope in 1608. Lippershey was a Dutch eyeglass maker. Stories say he got the idea by watching his children play with lenses for his eyeglasses.
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Sir Isaac Newton invented a telescope that used mirrors. A mirror makes it possible for bigger lenses to see farther without distortion.
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The Hubble Space Telescope is a telescope that travels in space. It sends pictures of planets, stars, and galaxies back to computers on Earth. The Hubble can see objects that are billions and billions of miles away.
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The biggest telescopes in the world are located in Chile. They are operated by the European Southern Observatory and are linked by computers.
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