HEAVENLY NEWS

“Where Did The Moon Go?” 

By Cindy Terpe, Lead Docent

Cameron Park Rotary Community Observatory

Late evening on Monday, December 20th and into early morning of December 21st our Moon’s appearance will make a dramatic change, so much so, that at one point it will appear to have disappeared!  Weather permitting; those of us in Placerville will have an awesome opportunity to watch the last Total Lunar Eclipse of 2010.  It’s been nearly three years since the last total lunar eclipse happened.  
A lunar eclipse is when the Earth lies directly between the Sun and Moon, so that Earth’s shadow falls on the Moon causing the illusion that the Moon has “disappeared”.   This doesn’t happen all at once, but slowly through the night.  First, the moon will enter Earth’s shadow.  During the next hour or so, darkness will gradually swallow up the moon’s brightness until the total phase of the eclipse begins.  The sky will grow darker as the moon dims, and the moon’s color may change to orange-red because the Earth’s atmosphere bends some of the red light from the Sun toward the Moon.  Totality typically last about an hour and it will take another hour or so for the Moon to emerge completely from Earth's shadow.

The total phase of a lunar eclipse is so exciting and beautiful partly because of the filtering and refracting effect of Earth's atmosphere. If the Earth had no atmosphere, then the Moon would be completely black during a total eclipse. Instead, the Moon can take on a range of colors from dark reddish-brown to bright orange and yellow. The color and brightness depends on the how recently volcanoes have gone off and how much cloud cover, storm activity, and human pollution there is around the globe. 
An eclipse of the Moon presents a tempting target to photograph.   They help to encourage interest in science and astronomy in children and to provide a unique learning opportunity for families, students and teachers. You can suggest to the kids that they take a careful look at the shadow of the Earth as it moves across the bright face of the Moon.  Ask them “What shape is it?”   The round shape of the Earth's shadow suggested to the ancient Greeks, more than 2000 years ago, that the Earth’s shape must be round too.  Eclipse after eclipse, they saw that the Earth cast a round shadow, and deduced that we lived on a round planet (long before we had pictures from space.)

Unlike solar eclipses, lunar eclipses are completely safe to watch. There is no need for any kind of protective filters. You don’t even need to use a telescope. You can watch the lunar eclipse with nothing more than your own two eyes. If you have a pair of binoculars, they will help magnify the view and will make the red coloration brighter and easier to see.   Or, you can come by the Cameron Park Rotary Community Observatory in Placerville to share in this breathtaking event with other lunar lovers!  The Total Lunar Eclipse event begins Monday, December 20th at 10:30 p.m. to 12:30 a.m. Tuesday, December 21st.  This event is free to the public, subject to weather closure.  If the weather doesn’t cooperate for us you can still watch the eclipse from the comfort of your home!  Visit our webpage to watch the eclipse as it happens LIVE through a web portal from mountain top telescopes with people all over the world, courtesy from the SLOOH Space Camera and Google Earth.  For more information please visit www.communityobservatory.com.
