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The Sky This Month: Feb - Mar 2011

introduction

Blake delivered The Sky This Month presentation at the 23 Feb 2011 meeting. The
2-page handout provided included a calendar for the subsequent 30 days or so (to late
March) and some descriptive notes. The notes have been reproduced here. You may
view or download and print the calendar PDF file  (261 KB).

our star

The nights are getting shorter so enjoy them while you can. Assuming you can tolerate
the bitter cold. I switch to Kelvin this time of year. It sounds so much warmer. It's 250
today!

The Sun moves from Sagittarius to Pisces. We reach equinox, as the Sun moves north
of the celestial equator, on Mar 20. Sunset is around 6:00 PM; sunrise about 7:00 AM.
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Now that the STEREO space telescopes are in position on opposite sides of the Sun,
nothing escapes our gaze. For the first time, we will be able to spot things on far side.
For the complete picture be sure to visit http://stereo.gsfc.nasa.gov.

Luna

3rd quarter - Feb 24
new Moon - Mar 4
1st quarter - Mar 12
full Moon - Mar 18

The Moon begins this report in its 3rd quarter (not last quarter) on Feb 24.

It draws near to Vesta and Venus at the end of Feb. It will be very old on Mar 1. What's
the oldest Moon you've seen?

A young Moon joins with Jupiter at dusk on Mar 6 and then heads toward the Pleiades
for a rendezvous 4 days later.

On Mar 20, a gibbous Moon will draw close to the ringed planet.

Put your binoculars or telescope on the Moon after Mar 19 for unique views. We usually
only look around 1st quarter.

inner planets

The Moon will be close to Venus on Feb 28 and Mar 1. At the end of Feb, in the shade of
a building, try first spotting the Moon. Then hop from the Moon to Venus. Binoculars will
definitely help but then you should be able to see them naked eye.

Be very careful if you're using a telescope as Venus is ahead of the Sun and the
Sun could drift into your telescope view!

Mercury is always elusive. But it reaches its greatest angular separation or elongation
from the Sun on Mar 22, to the east of our local star. Given that the ecliptic (the
imaginary line the planets follow) is very steep, almost vertical, in the west at sunset, it
makes it much easier to locate the innermost planet. Try to get that ticked off in your
solar system life list.

The week before, Mercury will join Jupiter. That sounds like a photo op!
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For close-up photos of Mercury, keep an eye on the NASA Messenger web site. The
space probe will brake into orbit around the small planet on Mar 18.
http://messenger.jhuapl.edu

While you're looking for Mercury, keep an eye out for a glow in the west horizon, wedge
or triangle shaped. It may not be human light pollution. You just might spot zodiacal light,
sunlight glinting off dust in the plane of the solar system. Look from a dark sky site from
Feb 23 thru Mar 6.

gas giants

Jupiter is drawing ever closer to the Sun. It is 30° from Sun on 24 Feb, a month later,
10°. These days represent your last chances to view the gas giant. Will it return with the
familiar two equatorial cloud bands? Shoot a photo before departure as it joins the Moon
at sunset on Mar 6.

Saturn is now visible at a reasonable hour. The ring plane is inclined about 10 degrees
which should let you spot the thin dark Cassini division between the outer A and inner B
rings. See if you can tag the elusive C ring, inside the B ring, near to the planet. Some
mistake the dark region between the rings and the planet as shadow.
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on those winter deep dark cold nights

View some interesting variable stars such as Cygnus X-1, which has special significance
to Toronto Centre members, and the remarkable Hind's Crimson Star.

Enjoy the bevy of multiple stars in Orion, such as iota Orionis aka Nair al Saif. In a wide
field, you'll see many pairs. gamma Andromedae is a colourful pair.

March is a popular month for those attempting "the Messier marathon" although this year
is not ideal due to the timing of the full Moon. Still, clear February and March evenings
are good for chasing down those overlooked faint fuzzies in Orion, Monoceros, Lepus,
Taurus, etc.

space travel

If the docking of the European Space Agency's automated vehicle, the ATV2, goes
smoothly, then that will clear the way for the launch (at last) of NASA's STS-133 space
shuttle, the final trip for the Discovery. The crew is taking up more spare parts as well as
Robonaut2, an eerie two-armed helmeted torso, that will assist the humans inside the
International Space Station.

Speaking of ESA, they "landed" on Mars!

Canada's robotic components on orbit are proving invaluable. The Dextre robot, outside
the ISS, is performing various complex transfer and repair operations so to reduce the
number of spacewalks and time commitment required of the on-orbit crew.

On April 19, Canadarm2 will celebrate its 10th birthday!

International Space Station evening flyovers are happening now into early March. After
the space shuttle launches, try for dual flyovers. Also keep an eye out for the NanoSail.
Enter your photos in the contest.

http://www.esa.int/esaCP/index.html 
http://heavens-above.com
http://nanosail.org

check your skies

The GLOBE at Night program is resuming for 2011. They actually have two events
planned in the near future to assess light pollution and night sky conditions. It's easy to
participate and just takes a few moments. You simply record the faintest star you can see
naked eye. And the whole family can get involved!

http://www.globeatnight.org
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don't mope

Cloudy where you are? February blahs? There is much you can do. Watch broadcasts
on the NSN Night Sky Network, listen to astronomy radio, watch space probe web sites,
or take photographs with one of the SLOOH telescopes located around the world!

http://nightskiesnetwork.com
http://astronomy.fm
http://www.slooh.com

Prepared to the RASC Toronto Centre 23 Feb 2011 meeting by Blake Nancarrow
(astronomy at computer hyphen ease period com).
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