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INTRODUCTION


What is an Almanac?


Almanacs are essentially expanded calendars containing notes about what happens at a given time of year – they have a history as old as astronomy. Ancient Egyptians recorded lucky and unlucky dates and predictions about the weather on papyrus calendars. In ancient Rome, fasti (chronological lists) were used to chart lawful business days. For the medieval laity, snippets of psalms alongside calendars of religious feasts and saints’ days were recorded in elaborately illustrated volumes known as psalters that offered jumping-off points for contemplation.


With the advent of the printing press, the almanac evolved into a form of folk literature containing fascinating miscellanea, seasonal suggestions, traditional remedies, jokes, verse and fiction alongside timely observations on the climate, seasonal rhythms and astronomical phenomena. With something for everyone and every mood, modern almanacs still have a special place on the bedside table, fireside shelf or potting shed bench.
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How to Use this Book


This lunar companion brings together an eclectic collection of lunar lore, wisdom and trivia, with perspectives on the moon from poets, writers and philosophers from all corners of the globe and history. There’s a moon for every mood and month.


There’s no expectation for the book to be read in one sitting or from cover-to-cover – though of course, you may enjoy doing so. Instead, it’s a book to come back to little and often, when the pull of the moon takes you. Dip into its pages with the changing of the seasons. Read it by torchlight while camping under the stars, curled up in bed while glimpsing the moon through the curtains or in the garden while planning your veg patch. Satisfy your curiosity about our nearest natural satellite and discover how the moon has been celebrated and revered throughout history the world over, and continues to be an inspiration today. From predicting the weather and moon gardening to inspiring poetry and romance, following the moon’s rhythms and changing face will bring a new perspective to your month, and carry you through the year with a deeper connection to the cosmos.




 


 


PHASES OF THE MOON


The moon circles the Earth, just as the Earth orbits the sun. This perpetual dance means the geometry of the moon keeps changing from the Earth’s perspective.


Like all planets, the moon doesn’t make light. As the moon orbits the Earth, it’s lit by the sun and the glow we see coming from the moon is a reflection of this light. A small amount of the light also comes from distant stars and the reflection of light from the Earth (known as earthshine).


Half of the moon is always lit by the sun – except during a lunar eclipse – but we see different parts. These changing aspects are known as moon “phases”. These patterns of light progress as follows:




	
New Moon – The moon is between the Earth and the sun, so its far side is lit up, and the side facing the Earth is in darkness.


	
Waxing Crescent Moon – The moon’s illuminated hemisphere is still facing mostly away from Earth, so we see only a slender fraction.


	
First Quarter Moon – The moon is one-quarter of the way around its orbit of Earth, so is showing us half of its lighted half.


	
Waxing Gibbous Moon – A large and growing section of the moon’s illuminated hemisphere faces our way.


	
Full Moon – The sun and the moon are aligned on opposite sides of Earth, so its Earth-side is fully lit up.


	
Waning Gibbous Moon – A large but shrinking section of the moon’s illuminated hemisphere faces our way.


	
Third Quarter Moon – The moon is three-quarters of the way around its orbit of the Earth, so is showing us half of its bright half. This half is the opposite of that seen in the first quarter.


	
Waning Crescent Moon – The moon is moving between the Earth and the sun, so is showing us less and less of its lit side.


	
Dark Moon – The moon is between the Earth and the sun, so its far side is lit up and the side facing the Earth is in darkness.





One full cycle takes approximately 29.5 days, before beginning again.
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Chapter 1

 January’s Moon


 


Make a super start to the new year – January is the perfect time to spot a Crescent Moon in the early evening twilight.





 


 


 


 


WOLVES, QUIET NIGHTS AND HOLIDAYS


The Wolf Moon – so-called by Europeans, Wiccans and Native Americans – takes its name from the lupine howling that peaks during the mid-winter breeding season. It’s a myth that wolves howl at the moon, but they are more likely to howl at twilight, pointing their snouts toward the sky as they do so.
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Traditional wisdom said wolves were howling in hunger. However, a study of wolves from two packs living at Austria’s Wolf Science Center suggests wolves howl because they care – they are more likely to howl at a fellow wolf they have a bond with.


[image: ]


[image: ]


Native Americans had a healthy sense of respect – rather than fear – for wolves. As North America’s dominant carnivore, wolves were revered for their hunting skills, bravery and pack loyalty – traits the tribes saw in themselves.
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January’s moon was also known as Old Moon, which may derive from the phrase “Old Fellow” – once a common nickname for winter. Ancient Greeks and Old World Pagans often personified the seasons in their mythology, literature and popular culture.
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In China, January’s moon is called the Holiday Moon – Chinese New Year often falls in January, although the date varies according to the Chinese lunar calendar. This high point in the year, also known as the Spring Festival or Lunar New Year, is the grandest festival in China. Festivities begin on the New Moon and continue for 15 days, culminating on the Full Moon with a dazzling lantern festival.


Celtic traditions refer to January’s moon as the Quiet Moon, due to the hushed winter landscape that was often cloaked in snow.
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Pagan traditions named January’s moon the Ice Moon due to weather conditions in the Northern hemisphere at this time of year.
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In New Guinea, they call January’s moon the Rainbow Fish Moon – perhaps because this moon coincides with the colourful native fish’s spawning season.


[image: ]


In the Southern hemisphere, January’s moon is called the Thunder Moon, the Rumble Moon or the Lightning Moon after the storms that are common at this time of year.
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The whole moon and the entire sky are reflected in one dewdrop on the grass.


DŌGEN
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THE CRESCENT MOON


January is an excellent time to spot a young Crescent Moon. In the first quarter or last quarter of the moon’s cycle, only a slither of its surface is illuminated by the sun, creating a crescent or sickle shape.
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When the moon is waxing (during the first half of a lunar month, when the moon’s visible section is getting bigger), its crescent tip always points away from sunset. Very young waxing Crescent Moons hover just above the western horizon at twilight.


[image: ]


When the moon is waning (during the latter half of a lunar month, when the moon’s visible section is getting smaller), at around 23 days into its cycle, it appears crescent-like again for five days. During this phase, the moon rises in the dawn twilight of the eastern sky with its tips pointing toward sunrise.


Crescent Moons always hang low in the sky and are confined to dawn or dusk; they’re never visible in complete darkness.
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The orientation of the crescent depends on the time, the season and the viewer’s location. In the Northern hemisphere from January until March, the moon can appear as a benevolent smile during the evening twilight.
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In January, the path of the moon tracks vertically upward from the sunset point. During the rest of the year, the Crescent Moon traces the horizon on a leftward slant, making it more challenging to spot due to hazy horizons. Crescent Moons can be almost impossible to see during autumn.
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THE INVISIBLE MOON


When the sun and moon are aligned, with the sun and Earth on opposite sides of the moon, we call this a New Moon. Because the sunlit side of the moon is facing away from the Earth, brand-new moons are not usually visible from our terrestrial perspective. It’s rare to see any sign of the moon in the 24 hours either side of a New Moon.


[image: ]


It has long been a sport among amateur astronomers to spot the youngest moon possible. In 1916, two British housemaids claimed to have seen a New Moon at only 14 and three-quarter hours old. A more widely accepted record was achieved in 1990 by Stephen James O’Meara, a visual astronomer, whose observational prowess is world renowned: he spotted a young Crescent Moon with his naked eye at just 15 hours and 32 minutes old.
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The wire-slim crescent of a one-day-old January moon is slightly more visible. It will appear, illuminated by earthshine, for a brief interval after sunset. At two days old, the moon should become easier to spot, appearing higher on the horizon around 15 minutes after sunset.


 


 


 


 




January’s Moon in Literature


The sunset embers smoulder low,


The Moon climbs o’er the hill,


The peaks have caught the alpenglow,


The robin’s song is still.


JOHN L. STODDARD, FROM “GRATITUDE”


 


 


I saw the moon
 

One windy night,


Flying so fast –
 

All silvery white –
 

Over the sky


Like a toy balloon
 

Loose from its string –
 

A runaway Moon.
 

The frosty stars


Went racing past,


Chasing her on


Ever so fast.
 

Then everyone said,


“It’s the clouds that fly,


And the stars and the moon


Stand still in the sky.”
 

But I don’t mind –
 

I saw the Moon


Sailing away


Like a toy


Balloon.


J. M. WESTRUP, “FLYING”


 


 


Slipping softly through the sky


Little horned, happy moon,


Can you hear me up so high?


Will you come down soon?


On my nursery window-sill


Will you stay your steady flight?


And then float away with me


Through the summer night?


Brushing over tops of trees,


Playing hide and seek with stars,


Peeping up through shiny clouds


At Jupiter or Mars.


I shall fill my lap with roses


Gathered in the milky way,


All to carry home to mother.


Oh! what will she say!


Little rocking, sailing moon,


Do you hear me shout – Ahoy!


Just a little nearer, moon,


To please a little boy.


AMY LOWELL, “THE CRESCENT MOON”
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