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The May 20, 2012 Solar Eclipse:
Observation

by Robert H . Hays, Jr .

I had a nice view of  the May 20 solar eclipse. 
Weather prospects were poor near home, so I 
traveled westward. I ended up at an intersection 
about seven miles south of  Atkinson, Nebraska . 
The sky was perfectly clear and the steadiness was 
quite good considering the lowering solar altitude. 
I rated the seeing as 7-8 near first contact and 5 
near maximum eclipse. There was very little wind, 
which was fortunate since the site was wide open. 
My coordinates were: longitude 98 degrees 58 
minutes 13 seconds west, latitude 42 degrees 26 
minutes 8 seconds north, elevation 650 meters . I 
watched visually with an 80mm refractor at 38x and 
a Celestron-5 was set up alongside for photography. 

Both telescopes had 
Thousand Oaks 
aluminized plastic filters. 
WWV gave a good signal 
at 5MHz .

I noted first contact 
at 0:21:07 UT May 21 
plus or minus 2 seconds . 
The notch deepened by 
the second. There was 
a scattering of  small to 
modest sunspot groups 
dominated by three 
relatively large spots . 
These three spots were 
all in the northern solar 
hemisphere . The moon 
reached the one near the 
northwest (celestial) limb 
at 0:32:4 UT and the one 
north of  center at 0:50:8 
UT. These spots weren’t 
more than gray specks 
compared with the black 
moon. They would lose 
contrast when the moon 
encroached on them .

The eclipse progressed rapidly as the moon 
cut deep into the sun . It peaked at about 1:25 UT 
with a magnitude of  about 75%. The sky did not 
darken as much as expected, perhaps because sunset 
was nearing. Venus was easier to see than usual for 
half  an hour before sunset . The net effect of  the 
eclipse was to lengthen the sunset. I never noticed 
any mountains in profile. The moon finally reached 
the center of  the northeast spot at 1:32:9 UT; this 
appeared to be a nearly grazing event . I missed the 
emergence of  the northwest spot, but the one north 
of  center egressed from hiding at 1:40:0 UT . Sunset 
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was less than 15 minutes away. This was 
one of  those sunsets when the sun was 
still glaringly bright even on the horizon . 
The squashed, moon-bitten sun began to 
set by 1:52 UT and was gone at 1:53.

I took a number of  photos, mostly 
with Tri-X film in a Nikon FM body 
attached to the Celestron-5. The first was 
taken at 0:23:00 UT, about two minutes 
after first contact. The second was taken 
at 0:49:52 UT, shortly before the north-
central sunspot was hidden. The third was 
at 1:25:42 UT, near maximum eclipse . The 
sun was about 4.5 degrees up at that time. 
I had also taken a few color photos of  the 
unusual sunset with a 200mm telephoto 
lens .

It was fun to watch this sunset from 
a nice quiet spot. There was very little 
traffic. The only sounds were some cattle 
lowing and bird calls from a marsh hidden 
among the few nearby trees.
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