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 HistorIQly Jr.

 Life on the Moon

 The 1835 Newspaper That Reported Bat-Men Living on the Moon

 
 A history mystery for young detectives ages 8–12

 
 HistorIQly Jr.

 


"The whole visible surface of the Moon was covered with rich dark-green foliage of a deciduous character."

 — the New York Sun, 25 August 1835



Chapter 1
 Stop the Presses

 What did a New York newspaper claim had been found on the Moon — and why did everyone believe it?

 On the morning of 25 August 1835, the people of New York City woke up to the most extraordinary headline they had ever read.


The New York Sun, a small newspaper that sold for just one penny, announced that a famous British astronomer had pointed the most powerful telescope ever built at the Moon.


And he had found life there.



 [image: A newspaper boy in 1830s New York City holding up a copy of the New York Sun, with excited crowds gathering around]
 
 Newsboys sold the Sun on every street corner in New York for just one penny. On 25 August 1835, they could barely keep up with demand. Why do you think people were so eager to read this story?
 


Not just tiny bacteria. Not just plants. The Sun said the astronomer had discovered forests on the Moon. Sandy beaches. Herds of animals. Blue unicorns. Beavers that walked on two legs and carried their young like humans.


And then came the really big claim.


The astronomer, the paper said, had discovered people on the Moon. Bat-winged people, about four feet tall, with copper-coloured skin and faces that looked like orangutans. They walked upright. They talked to each other. They had built a temple out of sapphire.



 Case File Extra

 The newspaper gave the bat-people a scientific name: Vespertilio-homo. That is Latin for "bat-man." Nearly a hundred years before the comic book character was invented, a New York newspaper had already created a real bat-man — and told the world he lived on the Moon.




New Yorkers went wild. They bought every copy of the paper they could find. They crowded into coffee houses to read the articles aloud. They argued in the streets about what the Moon people might eat, what language they might speak, and whether they could be taught to read the Bible.


Within days, the New York Sun had the highest circulation of any newspaper in the world. Higher than the Times of London. Higher than any paper in Paris or Berlin.


There was just one small problem.


Every single word of it was a lie.

 

Chapter 2
 The Penny Paper

 What kind of newspaper was the Sun — and why was it ready to print the biggest lie in history?

 In 1835 — the same year that Hans Christian Andersen published his first fairy tales and Charles Darwin arrived at the Galapagos Islands — most newspapers in America cost six cents. That does not sound like much, but in 1835, six cents could buy a loaf of bread. Ordinary working people did not buy newspapers. Papers were for rich men, bankers, and politicians.


Then a man named Benjamin Day changed everything.



 [image: A busy 1830s newspaper printing room with workers operating a large hand-cranked press, stacks of newspapers, and ink-stained workers]
 
 The Sun's printing room in 1835. Day hired newsboys to sell papers directly on the streets, instead of waiting for wealthy subscribers. It was a revolution — and it worked.
 


Day was twenty-three years old when he founded the New York Sun on 3 September 1833. His idea was simple and brilliant: sell the newspaper for one penny. Make it cheap enough for anyone to buy. Fill it with exciting stories — crime reports, human interest tales, gossip — instead of boring business news.



 Word Unlock

 Penny Press
 The "penny press" was a new kind of newspaper that sold for just one cent. Before the 1830s, newspapers were expensive and written for wealthy people. The penny press was cheap, exciting, and aimed at ordinary readers. It completely changed how news worked in America.




Day's plan worked. The Sun grew fast. But by 1835, it had competition. Other penny papers had started up. Day needed something spectacular to stay ahead.


He found it in a quiet, clever reporter named Richard Adams Locke.


Locke was English, well-educated, and a talented writer. He had moved to New York and joined the Sun's staff. He was smart enough to know exactly what readers wanted to hear — and skilled enough to make them believe it.



 Case File Extra

 Nobody knows for certain whether Benjamin Day was in on the hoax from the beginning. Some historians believe Locke told Day the truth and they planned it together. Others think Locke wrote the articles on his own, and Day only found out later. Either way, Day never stopped the presses.




Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, a real astronomer was doing real work with a real telescope. His name was Sir John Herschel. He was one of the most famous scientists alive. And he had no idea that his name was about to be stolen.


In 1834, Herschel had sailed to the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa to catalogue the stars of the southern sky. He was months away by ship. He could not deny anything.


That made him the perfect target.

 

Chapter 3
 Six Days of Wonder

 What exactly did the articles say — and how did the story grow wilder with each new instalment?

 The articles appeared over six days, from 25 to 31 August 1835. Each one was more extraordinary than the last. Richard Adams Locke knew exactly how to build suspense — start with something plausible, then push a little further each day.


He presented the articles as reprints from the Edinburgh Journal of Science, a respected Scottish publication. The articles claimed to describe Herschel's discoveries at the Cape of Good Hope, as reported by his assistant, a man named "Dr. Andrew Grant."


There was no Dr. Andrew Grant. Locke had invented him.



 [image: A massive imaginary telescope in a domed observatory, with a scientist peering through the eyepiece at the night sky, the Moon glowing brightly]
 
 The articles described a telescope more powerful than anything that existed in 1835. Its mirror was 24 feet across. The whole thing sounded just real enough to believe. What details do you think made it convincing?
 


Day 1 described the telescope itself — a vast instrument with a 24-foot mirror weighing nearly 15,000 pounds. Locke filled the description with technical-sounding language about lenses and magnification. Most readers could not have known whether the science was real or not. It sounded impressive.


Days 2 and 3 described what the telescope had revealed on the Moon's surface. Basalt rock formations. Vast forests of dark-green trees. Beaches of brilliant white sand. A wide, glittering ocean.



 "The whole visible surface of the Moon was covered with rich dark-green foliage of a deciduous character."
 — from the New York Sun articles, August 1835



Then came the animals.


Day 4 introduced herds of small bison-like creatures. Goat-like animals with a single horn — unicorns. And then, most remarkably, beavers that walked on two legs, lived in huts, and knew how to use fire.



 Case File Extra

 Locke's biped beavers were described as carrying their young in their arms, "like a human being." He wrote that they had no tails and that smoke rose from their huts, proving they had discovered fire. Of all the creatures in the articles, the beavers were the ones that many readers found hardest to swallow.




Days 5 and 6 delivered the bombshell. The bat-winged people. Locke described them calmly, as though a scientist were reporting on a newly discovered species. They were about four feet tall. Their wings were thin membranes, like a bat's. They could fly short distances. They talked to each other using gestures and sounds.


And they had built a temple. A gleaming triangular building made of polished sapphire, with a roof of yellow metal that looked like gold.


By the time the sixth article appeared, all of New York was talking about the Moon. And then, conveniently, the story ended. The final article announced that the telescope had been destroyed — left pointing at the Sun by accident, its giant lens had focused the sunlight like a magnifying glass and burned a hole straight through the observatory. No more discoveries would be possible.


Other newspapers across America reprinted the story. Pamphlet editions sold 60,000 copies. The Sun's daily circulation hit 19,360 — more than any newspaper on Earth.


But somewhere in the Sun's printing office, the truth was about to come out.

 

Chapter 4
 Why Everyone Believed

 The articles claimed bat-people lived on the Moon. Why didn't readers just laugh?

 Reading the articles today, you might wonder how anyone could have fallen for them. Bat-men? Unicorns? Beavers with campfires? It sounds absurd.


But in 1835, it did not sound absurd. It sounded exciting — and just possible enough to believe.


Here is why.



 [image: Sir John Herschel standing beside a large telescope at the Cape of Good Hope observatory, gazing at a brilliant star-filled southern sky]
 
 Sir John Herschel really was at the Cape of Good Hope in 1835 with a powerful telescope. He was cataloguing stars nobody in Europe had ever mapped. His real work was extraordinary — which made the fake story easier to believe.
 


Herschel was real. Sir John Herschel was not a made-up scientist. He was one of the most respected astronomers in the world. His father, William Herschel, had discovered the planet Uranus in 1781. The family name carried enormous authority. If any scientist in the world could make a telescope powerful enough to see the Moon's surface, people thought, it would be a Herschel.


He really was in South Africa. Herschel had sailed to the Cape of Good Hope in 1834. He was genuinely there, using a real telescope. But he was thousands of miles away. In 1835, it took months for a letter to travel from South Africa to New York by ship. Herschel could not quickly deny anything.



 Word Unlock

 Circulation
 The number of copies a newspaper sells each day. A newspaper with high circulation reaches more readers and makes more money. In 1835, the Sun's circulation of 19,360 copies was the highest in the world.




People already believed in life on other worlds. A popular Scottish writer named Thomas Dick had published books arguing that the Moon, the planets, and even the Sun were all inhabited by living creatures. Dick calculated — with complete seriousness — that the Moon alone had 4.2 billion inhabitants. His books were bestsellers. Many educated people accepted his ideas.


The science sounded real. Locke stuffed his articles with technical language about lenses, refraction, and magnification. Most readers in 1835 had no way to check whether the telescope he described could actually work. The details were convincing enough that even some scientists were fooled at first.



 Case File Extra

 Some people did not just believe the articles — they wanted to act on them. A group of Baptist clergymen reportedly wrote to Herschel asking whether there were "prospects for conveying the Gospel" to the Moon's residents. They held prayer meetings for the bat-people's souls.




The source seemed trustworthy. The articles claimed to be reprinted from the Edinburgh Journal of Science. That was a real publication. What most Americans did not know was that the Edinburgh Journal of Science had stopped publishing in 1833 — two years before the articles appeared.


Add all of this together: a real astronomer, a real location, scientific language, and a respected-sounding source. In a world without telephones, radio, or the internet, there was no easy way to check any of it.


The lie was perfectly designed. But somebody was about to pull it apart.

 

Chapter 5
 The Evidence

 What clues were hiding in plain sight — and why did most people miss them?

 Let's look at the evidence the way a real investigator would. Forget what you already know about the hoax. Pretend you are a reader in 1835, picking up the Sun for the first time.


What clues should have given the game away?



 Evidence Card

 The New York Sun Articles (25-31 August 1835)

 Six articles published over six consecutive days, claiming to reprint discoveries by Sir John Herschel. Described lunar landscapes, animals, and bat-winged humanoids. Attributed to the Edinburgh Journal of Science and reported by a "Dr. Andrew Grant."

 Now known: Written entirely by Richard Adams Locke, a reporter at the Sun. Dr. Grant never existed. The Edinburgh Journal of Science had ceased publication two years earlier.





 [image: A close-up view of a yellowed 1835 newspaper page showing dense text columns with the moon hoax article, with a magnifying glass highlighting key details]
 
 The articles looked exactly like real scientific reporting. But buried in the details were clues that something was wrong. Can you spot what a sceptic might have noticed?
 


Clue 1: The source was dead. The Edinburgh Journal of Science had stopped publishing in 1833. Anyone who checked would have found that no new articles could have appeared in it. But in 1835, checking meant writing to Scotland and waiting weeks for a reply. Almost nobody bothered.


Clue 2: Dr. Andrew Grant did not exist. The articles said Herschel's assistant, Dr. Grant, had written the account. No such person existed. But Herschel was in South Africa with a team, and few people in New York knew who was on it.



 Detective Challenge

 In 1835, there was no internet, no telephone, and no telegraph between New York and South Africa. A letter took months by ship. If someone published a fake story using a real scientist's name, how long do you think it would take for the truth to catch up? What would you do to check the story if you lived in 1835?




Clue 3: The telescope was impossible. Locke described a telescope with a 24-foot mirror that could magnify objects 42,000 times. Real astronomers knew that no telescope could achieve this. The physics did not work. But most readers were not astronomers.


Clue 4: The story got wilder every day. The first article described rocks and mountains — plausible enough. By the sixth, there were bat-men building sapphire temples. A careful reader might have noticed that the claims escalated suspiciously, as though the writer was testing how much people would swallow.


Clue 5: No other newspaper had the story. If Herschel had really discovered life on the Moon, it would have been the biggest scientific discovery in history. Every observatory in the world would have confirmed it. Instead, only one penny newspaper in New York had the report.


The clues were there. But excitement is a powerful thing. When people desperately want something to be true, they stop looking for reasons to doubt it.


It took a rival newspaper to finally ask the question nobody else was asking.

 

Chapter 6
 The Rivals

 Who finally challenged the story — and how did the Sun react when caught?

 While the Sun was selling thousands of copies, its rival newspapers had a problem. The Moon story was the biggest news in America, and they did not have it. Readers were buying the Sun and ignoring everyone else.


One rival newspaper decided to do something about it.



 [image: A determined-looking newspaper editor sitting at a desk piled with papers, studying the Sun's articles with a suspicious expression, while another reporter stands nearby]
 
 Editors at the Journal of Commerce wanted the Moon story for themselves. When they sent reporters to get the original source articles, they discovered something that changed everything.
 


The Journal of Commerce was a respected New York paper. Its editors wanted to reprint the Sun's Moon articles. To do that properly, they needed the original source — the Edinburgh Journal of Science articles that the Sun claimed to be reprinting.


They sent reporters to the Sun's office to ask for the originals.


What happened next depends on which version of the story you believe. According to most accounts, a compositor — a worker who arranged the metal letters for printing — let something slip. He told the Journal of Commerce reporters that there were no original articles from Edinburgh. There had never been any. The whole thing had been written in the Sun's own office.



 Word Unlock

 Compositor
 In the 1800s, newspapers were printed using tiny metal letters arranged by hand into words and sentences. The person who did this job was called a compositor. They touched every word that went into the paper — and they knew exactly where the articles came from.




The Journal of Commerce published the truth. Other papers picked it up. The whisper spread across New York: the Moon story is a hoax.


And what did the Sun do?


It did not apologise. It did not retract. On 16 September 1835, the Sun published a short, strange column. It acknowledged that the articles might be a hoax — but it treated the question as still open, as though nobody could be quite sure.



 Detective Challenge

 The Sun never officially admitted the articles were fake. Why do you think the newspaper refused to retract? Think about what the hoax had done for them — record-breaking sales, national fame, more readers than any paper in the world. If you were Benjamin Day, would you admit the truth?





 "Certain correspondents have been enquiring whether the account is true or a hoax. We cannot say."
 — the New York Sun, 16 September 1835



Meanwhile, Richard Adams Locke was keeping quiet. He had not put his name on the articles. But people were starting to talk. A colleague at the Journal of Commerce confronted him directly.


According to reports, Locke smiled — and admitted everything.


But the Sun never printed his confession. It was not until 1840 — five years later — that Locke publicly admitted authorship in a letter to a weekly paper called the New World. The Sun itself never acknowledged the truth.


The biggest hoax in newspaper history ended not with a bang, but with a shrug.

 

Chapter 7
 The Man Who Wrote the Moon

 Why did Richard Adams Locke do it — and was it really just about selling newspapers?

 Richard Adams Locke was not a con artist. He was not a criminal. He was a well-educated English journalist who had moved to New York and got a job at a penny newspaper.


So why did he invent bat-people on the Moon?



 [image: A journalist in 1830s clothing sitting at a wooden desk by candlelight, writing with a quill pen, crumpled pages around him, a drawing of a bat-winged figure pinned to the wall]
 
 Richard Adams Locke writing the Moon articles. He was a skilled storyteller who knew exactly how far he could push each day's instalment before readers stopped believing. Was he a liar, a satirist, or both?
 


There are two theories. Both are probably partly true.


Theory 1: He Did It for Money


The simplest explanation. Benjamin Day needed his newspaper to outsell the competition. Locke wrote a sensational story that did exactly that. The Sun's circulation soared. Advertising revenue climbed. Day made money. Locke kept his job.


This theory is supported by the fact that the articles were perfectly designed to sell papers. Each instalment ended with a cliffhanger. Each day's revelations were more spectacular than the last. Locke was not just writing fiction — he was writing a serial, like a television show that leaves you desperate for the next episode.


Theory 2: He Did It as Satire


Some historians believe Locke had a second motive. Remember Thomas Dick, the Scottish writer who claimed the Moon had 4.2 billion inhabitants? Dick was widely respected. His books were bestsellers. Many educated people took his claims seriously.


Locke thought this was ridiculous. He later told friends that his articles were partly a satire — a deliberate exaggeration designed to show how easily people would believe outlandish claims about life on other worlds, as long as the claims came wrapped in scientific language.



 Case File Extra

 The horror writer Edgar Allan Poe was furious about the Moon articles. Poe had published his own fictional story about a journey to the Moon just two months earlier, in June 1835. He believed Locke had stolen his idea. Poe later called the hoax "a deliberate plagiarism" — but most historians think Locke had never read Poe's story.





 "The hoax was intended as a satire on the extravagant astronomical speculations of the day."
 — attributed to Richard Adams Locke



If Locke was writing satire, it backfired spectacularly. Nobody read the articles and thought, "This is silly — we should stop believing wild claims about the Moon." Instead, they read the articles and believed every word.


The man who tried to prove that people were too gullible ended up proving it beyond his wildest expectations.


But there is one person in this story we have not yet heard from — the man whose name was used without his permission.

 

Chapter 8
 What Herschel Thought

 How did the real astronomer react — and what did the hoax teach the world?

 Sir John Herschel was still in South Africa when the hoax exploded across New York. He was peacefully cataloguing stars, completely unaware that a newspaper had told the world he had discovered bat-people on the Moon.


It took months for the news to reach him.



 [image: Sir John Herschel standing outside an observatory at the Cape of Good Hope, looking amused as he reads a letter, with the South African landscape behind him]
 
 When Herschel finally learned what had been published under his name, his reaction surprised everyone. At first, he laughed. Would you have laughed?
 


When Herschel finally read the articles, his first reaction was amusement. He reportedly laughed and said he was worried that his real astronomical discoveries could never be as entertaining as the fake ones.



 "It is too bad that my real discoveries here should be all eclipsed by these fabrications."
 — Sir John Herschel, on learning of the hoax



But the amusement did not last. As the months went on and people kept asking him about life on the Moon, Herschel grew irritated. He had spent years doing serious scientific work at the Cape of Good Hope. He had catalogued over 1,700 nebulae and 2,100 double stars in the southern hemisphere. He had made real, important discoveries. But all anyone wanted to talk about was bat-men and unicorns.



 "I have been pestered from all quarters with that ridiculous hoax about the moon — in English, French, Italian, and German!"
 — Sir John Herschel




 Case File Extra

 A group of scientists from Yale University reportedly travelled to New York to find the original Edinburgh Journal of Science articles. They searched the Sun's offices and could not find them. But even this did not immediately convince everyone the story was fake — some people assumed the originals had simply been lost.




The hoax had consequences beyond embarrassment. It showed the world how easily a newspaper could shape what people believed. In 1835, there was no fact-checking. No media regulation. No way to quickly verify a story published thousands of miles from its supposed source. A newspaper could print anything it wanted, and by the time the truth caught up, the damage was done.


Richard Adams Locke left the Sun not long after the hoax. He worked at other newspapers for the rest of his career but never achieved the same fame — or notoriety. He died in 1871, the same year as Herschel.


Benjamin Day sold the Sun in 1838 for $40,000 — a fortune at the time. He had built the most famous newspaper in America, partly on the back of a story he knew was not true.



 The Case So Far

 
 	In August 1835, the New York Sun published six articles claiming Sir John Herschel had discovered life on the Moon.

 	The articles described forests, unicorns, two-legged beavers, and bat-winged people who built temples.

 	The Sun's circulation reached 19,360 copies per day — the highest in the world.

 	The articles claimed to come from the Edinburgh Journal of Science, which had stopped publishing two years earlier.

 	The Journal of Commerce exposed the hoax when they could not find the original source articles.

 	Reporter Richard Adams Locke privately admitted he wrote the articles.

 	The Sun never published an official retraction.

 

 Now it's your turn. What do you think happened?



 

Chapter 9
 Think Like a Detective

 Now that you know everything — who was really to blame, and could it happen again?

 You have now read the whole story. You know what was published. You know who wrote it. You know why people believed it.


But here is the question that makes this case interesting. It is not what happened — that part is clear. It is who was responsible.



 [image: A detective's desk with the 1835 newspaper articles pinned to a board, a magnifying glass, notes about Locke and Day, and a question mark drawn in the centre]
 
 Time to review the evidence. You have the newspaper articles, the people involved, and the clues. Who do you think was most responsible for the Great Moon Hoax?
 


Was it Richard Adams Locke? He wrote the articles. He invented Dr. Grant, the telescope, the bat-men, and the sapphire temple. He knew exactly what he was doing. But he may have intended it as satire — a way to mock people who believed in life on other planets. The joke just got out of hand.


Was it Benjamin Day? He published the articles in his newspaper. Even if he did not write them, he profited enormously. The Sun became the most widely read paper in the world. Day never stopped the presses, even after doubts appeared. He chose money over truth.


Was it the readers? The clues were there from the start. The source journal did not exist any more. No other scientist confirmed the discoveries. The claims got more outlandish every day. But readers chose to believe because the story was thrilling — and because they wanted it to be true.



 Detective Challenge

 Today we have the internet, television, and social media. We can check facts in seconds. But fake news still spreads. People still share stories without checking whether they are true. Has anything really changed since 1835 — or do we still believe what we want to believe?




Think about that for a moment. The Great Moon Hoax worked because of three things: a clever writer, a newspaper that cared more about sales than truth, and readers who did not ask hard enough questions.


Do those three ingredients still exist today?


Sir John Herschel, the real astronomer whose name was stolen, spent the rest of his career doing brilliant, careful, honest science. He returned to England in 1838 and published his catalogue of the southern stars — a genuine contribution to human knowledge.


Nobody remembers Thomas Dick, the man who said the Moon had 4.2 billion people. Nobody remembers Benjamin Day. Most people have never heard of Richard Adams Locke.


But the Great Moon Hoax itself is still famous — nearly two hundred years later. Because the question it raises is not really about the Moon.


It is about us.



 The Case Is Yours

 You've read the evidence. You've heard the theories. Now it's your turn.

 Was Richard Adams Locke a brilliant satirist who was trying to teach the world a lesson — or a liar who got lucky? And who deserves more blame: the man who wrote the lie, the man who published it, or the people who chose to believe it?



 

About This Book

 Life on the Moon is a narrative non-fiction book for young readers ages 8–12. All events, dates, and people are real. The story is told in a way that makes history exciting while teaching critical thinking.

 This book is part of HistorIQly Jr. — history’s greatest mysteries, written for curious young detectives.

 Visit jr.historiqly.com for more books.
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