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Moonrise

THE OTHER NIGHT I undertook the most basic of stargazing pur-

suits: I watched the Moon rise. I was camped in the Chihuahuan desert of
western Texas, and through a pair of 10x42 binoculars I observed the full
Moon crest a distant ridge, silhouetting as it did a nearby ocotillo. I could
see our satellite actually moving against the plant’s spiny stalk; it floated up
and off in a matter of seconds. What I was seeing, of course, was the rota-
tion of the Earth.

It’s one of those moments when suddenly the fact that our planet is
a cog in a grand cosmic wheel becomes obvious. Our connection to the
everyday workings of the solar system is right there to see, in action. It’s an
enlightening and humbling experience.

And it never gets old, for me anyway.
My son is autistic, and one of his obses-
sions is elevators. Every time he rides ele-
vators, his eyes are as bright with unbri-
dled wonder as they were the first time he
laid eyes on an elevator some 15 years ago.
I feel the same when I observe the Moon
rise in such a way that I can actually fol-
low its motion. I'm gobsmacked.

Alittle later that evening, I watched
Orion set to the southwest. One moment
Mintaka, the rightmost star in Orion’s Belt,
was there, and the next moment it wasn'’t.
As I settled down for the night, I kept my eye on the southwest horizon until
all three belt stars had winked out, leaving red-tinged Betelgeuse suddenly
adrift. I enjoyed the spectacle, but it didn’t leave me slack-jawed like the
moonrise. Even as I knew in my gut the stars were moving, I couldn’t actu-
ally see them moving (well, “moving”).

We're always looking, or should be, for what really inspires us. For each
of us it’s different: what blows me away might be ho-hum for you, and vice
versa. But one of the undeniable gifts of the night sky is how many of these
ever-inspiring visions we can draw from.

For you, maybe it’s discerning Jupiter’s four major moons lined up on
either side of the gas giant — as I did that night in the desert — and mus-
ing on their exalted place in the history of astronomy, courtesy of Galileo.
Maybe it’s witnessing a spectacular meteor shower, such as the one we're
expecting in mid-August with this year’s Perseids (see page 48). Or maybe
it’s every time you make out a challenging deep-sky object for the first time
— objects like the planetary nebula IC 1295 (page 56) or the Sunflower
Galaxy (page 74).

Whatever it is, there’s nothing like that feeling of awe that sets you back
on your heels and leaves you whispering, as I did the instant the Moon
slipped off the ocotillo, “Wow.” 4

MICHAEL GIL/WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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