
Superior National Forest 

“It's September 21st, a day I love 
for the balance it carries with it.”  
 
-Pam Houston, Waltzing the Cat 

This is the week of the autumnal equinox, the official first day of fall.  For a simple 
event, the equinox’s astronomical definition is complex.  While the sun moves from east 
to west each day due to the earth spinning, the sun also moves much more slowly from 
west to east against the background of stars due to the earth orbiting the sun.  The sun 

makes a full circle through the stars once a year.  The date and time when the 
sun’s circle takes it across the celestial equator (a projection of the earth’s 
equator into the sky) is the equinox.  This year, it occurs at 4:04 am CDT on 
September 23rd.  Calendars often mark it as September 21st, but it actually 
drifts from year to year, mostly due to our calendar being imperfect.  For 
most of us living in 
modern times, this is a 
spectacular non-event.  An 
object moving too slow to 
notice and too bright to 
look at crosses an 
imaginary line you can’t 
see - wow. 

 
For those who lived in older times though, this seeming non-event was 
very important.  Many ancient sites have stones, windows, or entire 
buildings that show special alignments on the equinox.  Why?  
Because ancient people were very aware of the sky and saw that on the 
equinox the sun rises and sets exactly due east and west.  On the 
equinox, hours of day and night are almost equal. (Astronomical 
pickiness: ‘almost’ because the sun’s width makes daylight extend 
past sunrise and set.)  From now until spring, night has the upper 
hand and there is more darkness than light in the world.  In several 
religions, the equinox is a day when the gods of light are defeated by 
gods of darkness.  Winter is not far off, and the equinox marks a 
time for harvesting and feasting, but always tinged with dark 
overtones of mortality. 

 
This year, the equinox 
marks a noticeable 
increase in leaf color.  
Moose maple is perhaps 
near its peak, and some sugar maples are starting to turn.  Even those that are 
still green show more of a yellow green.  Looking across the landscape, you 
notice that the evergreens are standing out more as the hardwood leaves 
yellow, but the forest is still only about 30% in color.  Inland, there is more 
color with the forest overall 40% turned, and patches of full color.  Be sure to 
take the time to celebrate this equinox with a walk in the turning forest! 

Fall Color Report   
September 20, 2011 

The tour continues:   
Honeymoon Trail, Sept 20, 2011 
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