
 
 

The late John Westfall prepared this overview for the total lunar eclipse of December 21, 

2010. The document has been edited for use with any total lunar eclipse. We are grateful 

for John’s contribution. 
 

In map-making and navigation it is essential to be able to find one’s latitude and 

longitude. With GPS we now find these coordinates with ease. We thus may forget that, 

prior to the invention of the telescope, the only practical way to find longitude involved 

two observers at different places noting the local time of the phases of eclipses of the 

Moon. The difference of time between the two locations gave their longitude difference. 
 

This procedure provided the only longitudes measured in ancient and medieval times. 

The results were not very accurate. Part of the error undoubtedly was due to the 

imprecision of timing events by “hours of the night.” But some of the error was also 

attributable to the naked-eye timing of the events. 
 

Naked-eye timings of the phases of a lunar eclipse are rarely done these days, so there are 

few published data on their accuracy. For this reason, the writer invites observers to time, 

without telescope or binoculars, the four umbral contacts of total lunar eclipses. 
 

Although the timings must be made without optical aid, this doesn’t mean you can’t 

observe most of the eclipse through binoculars or a telescope. However, to avoid any 

possible bias in the timings made with your unaided eyes, we recommend the following: 
 

Beginning 10 minutes before the predicted time of an eclipse contact, view the Moon 

with the naked eye only. Also, during this period do not look at a timepiece or listen to 

time signals until the instant that you believe the eclipse contact has occurred. Then note 

that time to 0.1-minute precision. You can now resume viewing through binoculars or a 

telescope. 
 

We hope that some observers will be interested in this minimal-technology way to 

observe an eclipse of the Moon. When the event is over, please send your results to 

ALPO Eclipse Section, listed below. Be sure to note any circumstances, such as clouds or 

haze, which may have affected your results. 

 
 

 

Timing an Eclipse of the Moon 

with the Unaided Eye 

Please send reports to: 

Mike Reynolds 

ALPO Eclipse Coordinator 

12740 Shellcracker Rd 

Jacksonville, FL 32226 

m.d.reynolds@fscj.edu 

 

Keith Spring 

ALPO Assistant Eclipse Coordinator 

star.man13@hotmail.com 


