PLANET URANUS LOSES ONE MOON, GAINS ONE NEW MOON.

October brought the announcement by astronomers at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics of the confirmed discovery of a previously anonymous moon around Uranus (accent on the first syllable please!), bringing the present number of Uranian satellites (moons) back to a total of 21.  Due to a titanic collision with another planet long ago, the planet Uranus rotates on its axis at a tilted angle of 98 degrees. The Uranian system of moons orbit near the equator of Uranus and represent the strangest planetary system in the solar system.

Temporarily called S/2001 U1, the new tiny satellite, only about 20 kilometers (12 miles) in diameter has an orbit that is highly irregular.  A year ago, Uranus had 21 recognized moons. However, in December 2001, the organization responsible for recognizing and naming newly found astronomical objects called the International Astronomical Union (IAU), revoked the provisional status of one moon, designated 1986 U10, dropping the count to 20. The new discovery raises the planet's moon count back to 21. 

In January 1986, NASA's Voyager 2 spacecraft became the first to fly past the blue-green planet Uranus. Images taken during the approach and flyby allowed astronomers to discover ten moons orbiting the distant planet, one of which included S/1986 U10.  While all of the other moons discovered by voyager 2 have since been tracked and their periods of revolution around Uranus well known, S/1986 U10 has not been seen since 1986 and it is now thought that either the moon was never really there or has simply disappeared from sight.

It will take some time to endow the new moon S/2001 U1 with a proper name. The planet’s satellite system has traditionally been named after characters from Shakespearian plays.  Some of the larger and well known moons of Uranus include the names ARIEL, BIANCA, JULIET, MIRANDA, PORTIA, PROSPERO, TITANIA and UMBRIEL.

