Someone, somewhere, sometime (perhaps
recently) decided that the second full Moon
in a calendar month should be called
“blue.” Philip Hiscock traces this usage back
to a pair of Sky & Telescope items written in

the 1940s by J. Hugh Pruett and L. J. Lafleur,
both of whom cite the Maine Farmers’ Al-
manac for 1937. But regional almanacs, like
old telephone books, are seldom saved for
very long and are notoriously hard to find.
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be given 2 _name appropriate to
the time_of yecar like 'Se other
moons. It was usually called the
Blue Moon. There arc seven Blue
Moons in a Lunar Cycle of mnr
teen years. ’l‘hu yecar (1937) h

a Blue Noon in August the nme
as 1918. In 1934 and 1915 Blue
Mooas came in November. The
next Blue Moon will oceur in NMay
1940 as it did in 1921. Therc was
a Blue Aloon in February 1924.
In olden times the almanac makers
had much dlﬂ‘culh calculating the
occurrence of the Bluc Moon and

this uncerlaml) gave rise_to lhe
expression **Once in a Blue Moon.*

brarians Margaret Vaverek
(Southwest Texas State Uni-
versity) and Ewa Basinska
(Harvard), and they suc-
ceeded where others had
failed. In its reserve hold-
ings, the Maine State Li-
brary in Augusta proved to
have the 1937 edition of
this almanac, and its page
for August of that year, re-
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Blue-Moon Mystery Solved? by Donad W, Otson and Roger W. Sinnott

produced here, does indeed give a calen-
drical meaning of the term “blue Moon.”

But wait! The almanac prominently
flags August 21st as one such date. Our
calculations confirm that the Moon was
full that day, but obviously not for the sec-
ond time that month. Further, this blue
Moon seems to go against the almanac-
maker’s own explanation of the term, be-
cause 1937 had just 12 full Moons, not 13.
Discovering the rule used in this almanac
requires further research, and the distrib-
ution of full Moons among the four sea-
sons may provide a clue. Whatever this
rule was, it boosts Hiscock’s count. We are
looking not at the seventh, but at the
eighth meaning of blue Moon.

If the Maine almanac-maker was not
the originator of the second-full-Moon-
in-a-month meaning, then who? Writing
his article from Oregon (S&T: March 1946,
page 3), Pruett does not appear to have
seen the Maine almanac firsthand. He
merely expands on Lafleur’s earlier note.
And Lafleur had quoted the almanac’s ac-
count but omitted any mention of a spe-
cific blue-Moon date. It was Pruett who
wrote, “Seven times in 19 years there
were — and still are — 13 full moons in a
year. This gives 11 months with one full
moon each and one with two. This second
in a month, so | interpret it, was called
Blue Moon...."

DonaLp OLsoN teaches an honors course on
the historical applications of astronomy at
Southwest Texas State University. ROGER SIN-
NOTT often does calendrical calculations for
Sky & Telescope.
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