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“Sky-Notes” of the Open University Astronomy Club.

May 2005.

All times shown are UT.

1.  Solar system.

Earth.

Towards the end of May it is worth scanning the northwestern and northern deepening twilight sky for the appearance of noctilucent clouds. These form at high altitude (80km) and appear as luminous bluish clouds well worth capturing on camera.

Meetings.

Saturday 14th May. Doors open 10:30.

BAA Comet Section Meeting.

Institute of Astronomy,

Madingley Road,

Cambridge.

Full details: http://www.ast.cam.ac.uk/-jds/
Saturday 21st May.

BAA Instruments and Imaging Section.

See BAA website for details. www.britastro.org
Wednesday 25th May. 17.30

BAA Ordinary Meeting.

Geological Society Lecture Theatre,

Burlington House, Piccadilly, London.

Dr. Andy Norton (Open University), “Outbursts, orbits and oscillations”.

Sun.

To prevent permanent damage to your eyes avoid looking at the Sun directly and never with binoculars or a telescope unless special (expensive!) filters are used. The safest way is the simplest – project the image of the Sun onto grey or white card.

It is always worthwhile to carry out regular observations for activity. Although hours of darkness are decreasing opportunities are still presented for observing aurora from dark sites.

Moon.

Phases:
Last quarter
01d  06h  24m

New

08d  08h  45m



First quarter
16d  08h  57m



Full

23d  20h  18m



Last quarter
30d  11h  47m

Apsides:
Apogee    14d  14h
Diameter.  29’  32”
Distance. 404,600km

Perigee
    26d  11h 
Diameter.  32’  48”
Distance. 364,200km 

Lunar Occultations.

Unlike the gradual disappearance of a planet (small disc) a star vanishes instantly demonstrating that it is a point source of light as viewed from the earth. For all occultation events start observing 10 to 15 minutes before the predicted time to identify the required star and to allow for slightly different time if you are not at Greenwich. Use an accurate watch to record the time that you observe the occultation remembering that times are UT not BST. Disappearance is behind the dark limb of the Moon unless otherwise stated. Enter details in your observing log.

Predictions are for Greenwich, (E 0o.0, N 51o.5) from the BAA Handbook 2005.

Date.

ZC No.    Mag.        Time.

May 11
  927
     8.2
    21h  42.9m

        12
1067
     7.2
    20h  54.6m

        12
1075
     8.0
    22h  07.0m

        14
1317
     8.0
    21h  53.2m

Observing the Moon.

Spring provides an excellent opportunity for evening observation of the Moon. From the thin waxing crescent to near Full the Moon has a northerly declination. Observe along or near to the terminator where long shadows show greater detail of the Moon’s topography. Use a basic “Moonmap” to familiarize yourself with the major features i.e. the Maria and larger craters. Note that the orientation of a feature on a map may differ from that of the observed image of the Moon depending on the type of telescope used. If you find the Moon too bright use a filter to reduce the glare. At times features along different parts of the limb are better presented due the effect of libration – an apparent wobbling of the Moon about its axis – that allows us to see about 59% of its surface. The BAA Handbook and some monthly magazines (Sky & Telescope) give details of the magnitude and direction of libration. The Moon is also an excellent object to start photography/imaging especially with webcams and digital cameras. 

Mercury.

Mercury reached greatest elongation W (27o) on April 26th. Currently its southerly declination south of the Sun results in it always being low in the dawn sky making it difficult to locate with the naked eye. First locate with binoculars and then see if it can be glimpsed with the naked eye. During the month brightness increases from +0.3 (diameter 7.5” phase 0.50) to –1.2 (diameter 5.3” phase 0.91) on the 25th. Superior conjunction is reached on June 5th.

Venus.

Low down in the evening twilight Venus is not an easy object. Magnitude –3.8 (diameter 9.8” to10.2”, phase 0.99 to 0.96). A fairly mundane object at present.

Mars.

Mars is still a difficult object to observe low down in the dawn skies. During the month brightness increases from +0.6 (diameter 6.7”, phase 0.87) to +0.3 (diameter 7.8”, phase 0.85).

Jupiter.

Well placed for evening and early hours observation. Unmistakeable at magnitude –2.4 (diameter 43.2”) fading to –2.2 (diameter 40.4”) during the month. An excellent target for Webcam imaging. See separate observing sheet. Use Jupiter to locate gamma Virginis – see separate sheet.

Saturn.

Heading into the western skies Saturn is available for observation before midnight. Magnitude is almost constant at +0.2 (diameter 17.7” decreasing to 17.0”) during the month. The rings are still well open presenting a magnificent view in any telescope. Like Jupiter Saturn presents an excellent target for Webcam imaging. See separate observing sheet.

Uranus.

Difficult to observe low down in the morning twilight.

Neptune.

Further west than Uranus and beginning to emerge into the predawn skies Neptune is still not an easy object to observe.

Pluto.

An early morning object requiring at least an 8” (200mm) diameter telescope and a dark site to locate. Located about a degree NW of xi Serpentis. A suitable target for CCD imaging.

Asteroids.

The following asteroids can be located with binoculars and small telescopes using a suitable star chart.

Ceres (1). Located in Libra Ceres reaches opposition on the May 7th when it will be magnitude 7.0 making it an easy binocular object.

Pallas (2). Fades from 8th to 9th magnitude during the month. Located in Coma, an area rich in moderately bright galaxies.

Both asteroids are worth imaging to capture their slow motion across the background stars.

See monthly periodicals/BAA Handbook for details of other asteroids. 

Comets.

Comet/2004 Q2 (Machholz). Fading slowly from 8th to 9th magnitude this comet will soon cease to be a binocular object. Moves across the Plough and into Canes Venatici during the month. Although not a spectacular object Machholz has provided six months of easy observation.

Up to date details of comets may be found on a number of astronomy web sites such as the BAA Comet Section web page at www.ast.cam.ac.uk/-jds.

Meteor Showers.

The eta () Aquarids reach peak activity (ZHR 40) on the 4th May but you will need to be an early riser to observe them in the hour before dawn.

Don’t forget the potential spectacle of bright sporadic events. If you are fortunate enough to observe a very fireball record the time, direction, observed start and finish points, colour, if fragmenting and any other description. These can then be reported to a collation point such as the BAA. Analysis of reports may lead to the location of a “landfall” and possible recovery of meteoritic debris.

Eclipses.

No eclipses this month. Any reports of the April 8th Hybrid Solar Eclipse?

2.  Deep Sky.

Abbreviations used.

M = Messier object. (Shown in bold).

NGC = New General Catalogue.
IC = Index Catalogue. (Extension of the NGC).

ds = double star.
ms = multiple star.
gc = globular cluster.

oc = open cluster.
pn = planetary nebula.
en = emission nebula.

rn = reflection nebula.
sg = spiral galaxy.
eg = elliptical galaxy.

lg = lenticular galaxy.
ir = irregular galaxy.
pg = peculiar galaxy.

snr = super nova remnant.


ly = light year.

The magnitude of an object is shown in brackets e.g. (6.5).

2.1 Variable Stars.

Beta () Persei, Algol. +2.2 to +3.4, period 2.7 days. No favourable evening minima this month.

Delta () Cephei. +3.5 to +4.4, period 5.37 days. The prototype for the Cepheid class of variable stars. Their period-luminosity relationship has lead them to being used as “standard candles” in measuring distances to nearby galaxies.

Maximum brightness occurs on 4th, 9th, 14th, 20th, 25th and 30th.

Mu () Cephei. +3.7 to +5.0, approximate period 755 days. A semi-regular variable star famous for its striking red colour being fittingly called “Herschel’s Garnet Star”. It is the reddest naked eye star visible from the northern hemisphere. Its colour may show signs of variability.

To become a regular variable star observer it is advisable to have your own detailed star charts or those such as available from the Variable Star section of the BAA. The Section operates a “mentor” system where novices to variable star observation are given guidance and support.

2.2 Double Stars/Star Clusters/Nebulae/Galaxies.

The Virgo supercluster of galaxies, which extends into the neighbouring constellation of Coma Berenices, contains in excess of a thousand galaxies. Our own Local Group of galaxies is probably an outlying "village" of this "Grand Metropolis".

Virgo and Coma provide the chance to collect a "hatful" of Messier objects in the same area of the sky. Star hopping skills will be well exercised. One note of caution though - there are numerous other galaxies bright enough to be detected in small and moderate instruments to cause confusion if care is not taken! Correct identification of objects in a crowded field presents a very rewarding challenge. If at any time you get lost in your exploration don't panic or become dejected. Simply return to a known reference point and start again. Confidence is only gained through practice.

Coma Berenices (Com).
To the east of Leo a closer inspection of what at first appears to a casual glance to be a large hazy patch reveals a beautiful scattering of moderate to faint stars. This is the Coma star cluster (Mel 111) best seen in binoculars and well worth a photograph. 

2 Com ds (6.0, 7.5) separation 3.6". Use high power when seeing is good.

24 Com ds. (5.0,6.5) separation 20.3" Wide contrasting yellow and blue pair.

35 Com ds. (5.1,7,2) separation 1.2”. Yellow and purple (deep blue).

Coma is a fine hunting ground for galaxies plus a very fine globular cluster.

Coma Berenices (Com) continued.
From  Leo (Denebola). Move about 6o east to reach a 5th magnitude star.

NGC4192 (M98) (10.1) sg. Appears just before reaching the 5th magnitude star. Seen almost edge-on. Low surface brightness so can easily be missed on first inspection. 

NGC4254 (M99) (9.8) sg. Slightly southeast of the 5th magnitude near M98. Bright nucleus surrounded by an outer haze.

NGC4321 (M100) (9.4) sg. From the 5th magnitude star move 5o northeast. Seen almost face on. 

NGC4501 (M88) (9.5) sg. Located 4o east of M99. Inclined to our line of sight. Broad central glow surrounded by fainter envelope. Stands high magnification well.

NGC4559 (10.5) sg. Bright oval smudge. Mottled appearance in large telescopes.

NGC4565 (10.5) sg. One of the finest "edge-on" spiral galaxies. Appears as a thin needle of light with the hint of a central bulge. Moderate apertures begin to show a dark dust lane. The North Galactic Pole is located a few degrees to the East.

NGC4826 (M64) (8.6) sg. This bright galaxy is located almost halfway between M53 and NGC4565. Nicknamed the "Black-eye galaxy" because of its appearance due to a dust lane which is visible in 6" and larger telescopes.

NGC5024 (M53) (7.7) gc. Move a little to the northeast of  Com. Binoculars will show a fuzzy blob. Moderate aperture telescopes will begin to resolve individual stars.

NGC5053 (8.7) gc. Rather sparse globular cluster located 1o to the ESE of M53.

Virgo (Vir).

Gamma () Vir. Porrima. ds (3.5/3.5) see separate sheet.

Use the guide above for Coma to locate M99. Then move 2o southeast to reach NGC4374 (M84) (9.3) eg and NGC4406 (M86) (9.2) eg easily visible in the same field of view. Scan this field carefully to locate other non-Messier galaxies. Note their positions and sketch the field, then use a suitable star chart to identify them.

NGC4486 (M87) (8.6) eg. About 1o southeast of M84 & M86 is also known as "Virgo A" a powerful radio source. M87 is a giant elliptical galaxy and high resolution images reveal a huge jet of material being ejected from its core. There is evidence for an anti-jet. Radio maps reveal huge structure not detected at visual wavelengths. The highly active nature of M87 points to a massive black hole at heart of the galaxy.

From M87 move about 1o east to locate NGC4552 (M89) (9.8) eg and then half a degree northeast to locate NGC4569 (M90) (9.5) sg.

Return to M89 and move 2o eastsoutheast to locate NGC4579 (M58) (9.8) sg. From M58 sweep just over a degree east to locate NGC4621 (M59) (9.8) eg & NGC4649 (M60) (8.8) eg visible in the same low-power field.

Return to M87 and move about 4o south to NGC4472 (M49) (8.4) eg. 4o southwest of M49 is NGC4303 (M61) (9.7) sg.

NGC4594 (M104) (8.3) sg the "Sombrero Hat". Sweep about 10o west from Spica. The visual apperance is caused by the dark dust lane(s) of this galaxy.

For moderate and larger aperture telescopes a final challenge is to locate two “bright” quasars both variable in brightness. A detailed star chart of the areas will be required.

3C273 (11.7 – 13.3) at R.A. 12h 26m.   Dec. +2.3o
3C279 (11.5 – 17.0) at R.A. 12h 56m.   Dec. -5.8o.

P.V.H.

Useful symbols.
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