September Skies over the Pinnacles

September 2025
by Jeff Hutton
September’s Four Principal Phases of the Moon

October 7 Full Moon
October 13 | Last Quarter
October 21 | New Moon

October 29 | First Quarter
Bunk and De-Bunk

When | got my first telescope that was powerful enough to see some features on planets, | was excited about what |
could see on the planet Mars. The year was 1971 and the orbits of the Earth and Mars brought the two planets
relatively close together. The distance was only about 35 million miles. The average distance is 140 million miles.
What | most wanted to see were the canals that had been “discovered” by Percival Lowell in 1906. Never mind that
the telescope Lowell used was immensely more powerful than mine and that the canals didn’t really exist.

Percival Lowell was a wealthy Bostonian who lived during
what is called the ‘Gilded Age’ at the end of the 19"
century. He did some important work in astronomy,
including the evolution of the planets. He contributed to
the discovery of the minor planet, Pluto. Being of the
Percival Lowell’s Telescope : privileged class he tried to get the new discovery named
(1895) of " after himself. According to Carl Sagan in his book

A - ' ) ~ Cosmos, his try at immortality was partially successful.
The symbol for Pluto looks like a “PL”. That is monogram
for “Percival Lowell”!

Lowell’s real obsession was the planet Mars. Why? Well

&/ it's relatively close, is comparible to Earth in size and has
Ay \/ : definite seasons. You can see seasonal changes in even
=3 a modest telescope.

Percival Lowell

S Three years before the original publication of “War of the
Worlds” Lowell established an observatory in Flagstaff,
Arizona in 1894. In it he installed a 24-inch refracting
telescope. In 1877, an Italian astronomer named Giovanni
Schiaparelli announced that he had glimpsed channels on
Mars through his 8.5-inch telescope. Schaiparelli’s
channels were reinterpreted as “canals”. This sent Lowell
on a quest to map these “canals”. Why? Canals are dug
to transport water. Why would Mars have canals? To
transport water from the Martian ice caps to the thirsty
population of “canal builders”! Mars must have Martians!
When HG Wells wrote about Martians planning to colonize
4 Earth (for it's abundant water?), as the story plays out,
Lowell’s need to see these “Canals” for himself became a
quest.



On September 30, 1909, astronomer Eugéne Michel '
Antoniadi used a 33 inch refracting telescope outside Paris to
carefully observe the planet Mars. On a remarkably clear
and steady night, he saw no sign of the canals that Lowell
had claimed to see with his smaller telescope in Flagstaff. It
took him until 1930 to publish his findings. By then the
“Canals of Mars” had become a part of our culture, even at
the time | first looked at Mars through my little telescope in
1971.
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33-inch telescope near Paris

To learn more about this story, check out Blues for a Red Planet https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bgFe-YksnuU

| was surprised to read the new setting of this story in an editorial in the September 19, 2025 issue of The Week
magazine. In his writing, Theunis Bates put the above story in a very modern context. Percival Lowell was a member
of America’s upper class. He used his wealth to build an expensive facility, then used that facility to observe “canals”
on Mars. Stop right there. Rather to make unbiased observations about an endlessly interesting planet he used his
wealth to support his wish that he would ‘see’ signs of intelligent life on Mars. His delusion was supported by his
wealth.

The Week’s author, Theunis Bates’ point is this. Had the Lowell/Antonaidi saga occurred in today’s cultural climate,
Lowell would be held up as the ‘maverick’ observer who wanted to blow the lid off this Mars thing and Antonaidi would
be viewed as “Big Astronomy”, as Bates puts it, with it's own fake news, out to crush the spunky outsider.

Sound familiar?

| admit that | was bitterly disappointed when the first grainy Viking images were soon returned from Mars. No canals
(for sure) and lots and lots of craters, like the Moon. But the newly discovered realities of Mars are really exciting!

Don’t you agree?




Attractions in October

When you hold your hand all the way out and hold three fingers out, like the scout’s salute in panel 2, your fingers
create an angular distance of 5 degrees, about the width of the bowl of the Big Dipper. When | talk about the angular
distance between, say, the Moon or a star or planet, I'll say that they are separated by a certain number of angular
degrees. Sky and Telescope magazine is my source for most of the following information.

BIG DIPPER

October 4

Come to the Berea College Forestry Outreach Center to join the Pinnacles Astronomy Club this
Saturday at 7:30 PM to view the Moon (and Saturn) through club members powerful telescopes!

October 5 Want to find Saturn in the sky? The Moon will help you! It will be just 2 degrees to the upper left of
Saturn tonight.
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October 9 Binocular Alert! Look east tonight and catch the Moon and the pretty star cluster known as the
Pleaides (Seven Sisters) rising together.




October 19 If you find yourself up before dawn, check out the very pretty pairing of the thin crescent Moon just 4
degrees to the upper right of Venus.

October 20-21 It's again time for the Orionid Meteor shower! The new Moon will allow skies to be relatively dark and
you can see a maximum number of meteors this night. It's best to get up around 2:30 AM, wear warm
clothes, relax and enjoy the show. Typically, 10 - 30 speedy meteors per hour show themselves.
Annual meteor showers have a parent comet that left a trail of dust in space for Earth to crash
through. You probably even know this parent. It's Halley's Comet!
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October 24 Now catch the waxing (young) crescent Moon this evening with Antares, the red heart of Scorpius
before they settle below the southwestern horizon.
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