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The Sky This Month: April - May 2011

Blake delivered The Sky This Month presentation at the April 6, 2011 meeting. The
2-page handout provided included a calendar for the subsequent 45 days or so (to
mid-May) and some descriptive notes. The notes have been reproduced here. You may
view or download and print the calendar  PDF file (523 KB).

our super star

The Sun moves through three constellations in this report. It is in Pisces on April 6 but
crosses the border (the actual definition of a constellation) of Aries 12 days later. It then
moves, tugging Venus, into Taurus on May 15.

I’ve been receiving daily aurora alert e-mails from CalSky lately so you might keep an
eye out if you’re up north or in dark skies.

regular old Moon

1st quarter - Apr 11
full Moon - Apr 17
3rd quarter - Apr 24
new Moon - May 3
1st quarter - May 10
full Moon - May 17

Did you see the "super" Moon of March 19? No worries, you’ll get another chance May
6, 2012.

The Moon’s orbit is elliptical which causes it to shrink and grow in the sky. At perigee,
when 42,500 km closer, it appears 14% larger in diameter than when at apogee. That
increased angular size translates to 30% more area. And if it’s well-lit, 30% more light.
But it’s all about timing!
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The time-lapse image above, from wikipedia, shows the Moon shrinking and growing
over the span of one month.

Getting a full Moon at perigee is not common and only occurs every 18 years. The
March full Moon was 2% larger than the one the month before. Not obvious without
mechanical aid. And not something that causes devastating earthquakes and tsunamis.

This is the same behaviour that creates full solar eclipses versus annular ones. Nobody
calls it a supermoon then!

If you want some excitement, put at least a small telescope on the eastern side of Mare
Nubium on April 11 or May 10 and observe the Straight Wall or The Railroad, a
remarkable fault line. Bolt up your camera and see if you can get a photo like Jim's.

planets en masse

If you were able to look top-down on the solar system on May 1, you’d see Saturn, Earth,
the Sun, Mercury, Venus, Mars, and Jupiter in an almost perfectly straight line. For us,
this means Saturn is opposite the Sun and the bulk of the other planets are bunched
together.
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Hey! Did you hear, on the 1st of the month, that Pluto was reinstated?!

The MESSENGER probe was successfully inserted into orbit around Mercury and is
starting to send back fantastic images. This is the first vessel to orbit the innermost
world. It's highly elliptical orbit was established for one simple reason: to keep the
spacecraft cool! You might be able to see Mercury with your own eyeballs in a couple of
weeks.

http://messenger.jhuapl.edu

Saturn is, at last, well-placed for evening observing or imaging at a reasonable hour. The
ringed planet was at opposition on April 3 and that means it is relatively close to us, at
8.5 astronomical units (AU). 1 AU is distance the Earth is from the Sun. At it's greatest
distance from us, it would be 10.5 AU. So get out there!

It will be brighter than magnitude 1 through May 18.

Enjoy the rings at a 9° inclination. See if you can spot the dark inner ring C. Keep an eye
out for the storm disturbance in the north equatorial cloud regions. It is also a good time
to tag those elusive moons!

The sixth planet is slowly moving toward Porrima, a challenging double star in Virgo...
Check it out while you're in the neighbourhood.

Late in April, things start getting very interesting with those other planets, to the right or
west of Sol... There are a couple of dwarf planets in the area too!

On April 19, Mercury and Mars draw close together, at approx. 3/4 of a degree.
Meanwhile, Venus gets close to Uranus. On April 23, they are less than 1 degree apart.
On April 27, a nearly straight line is formed by 5 planets--from the Sun outward, Jupiter,
Mars, Mercury, Venus, and Uranus. Then 2 days later, the Moon approaches the
grouping (having skirted Vesta). It passes Uranus and on the next day is near to the
brighter planets. One day later, May 1, it is still in the mix. Mars and Jupiter get very tight
at less than 25 minutes of arc. On May 8, Mercury (one day after its maximum separation
or elongation from the Sun) and Venus get close at 1.5°. The second planet, falling back
into the Sun, draws near Jupiter, at less than 40 arcmin.
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All this drama happens in the early hours so may be missed by many. The sky will be
bright and the ecliptic (the path the planets and Moon appear to follow) is canted low.
You’ll need an excellent view of an unobstructed horizon. Get out of bed. It will be worth
it!

deep sky

There’s not much time left to enjoy the Pleiades or Hyades or Orion. Hurry!

Around the new Moon, when the sky is especially dark, there are a few interesting deep
sky objects to try to spot.

The Ghost of Jupiter and Eskimo Nebula are some brighter planetary nebulas. Bode's
Galaxy and the Cigar Galaxy are very high in the sky. You can see these faint fuzzies,
believe it or not, from the city. And for some interesting stellar objects, try the red star T
Cnc and the double ö2 (phi) Cnc.

space exploration

April is a special month for astronomy, science, and human space flight with many
anniversary dates.

The term "telescope" was first used at an April 1611 banquet.

Yuri Gagarin went into space, leading the way for humanity, on April 12, 1961. Alan
Shepard followed a short time later, pondering the efforts of the lowest bidder, on May 5,
the same year. The Space Race had begun... Now many nations work together with the
International Space Station, a symbol of their outstanding efforts. The first Canadian
walked in space in April 2001.

http://www.federalspace.ru/main.php?lang=en
http://www.nasa.gov
http://www.space.gc.ca
http://www.jaxa.jp/index_e.html 
http://www.esa.int

The last flight of the shuttle Endeavour will take up the Alpha Magnetic Spectrometer 2
to study dark matter and cosmic rays.

Try spotting or photographing the pair, the ISS and STS-134, after the (new) April 29
launch date. You can get tracking information on-line or perhaps from your astronomy
software. E.g. Stellarium, Starry Night, TheSky all show artificial satellites. Just update
your TLE data!

And don't forget to keep an eye out for the NanoSail-D.

The following tracking sites are configured for Toronto flyovers:
Heavens Above
NASA JPL

The Hubble Space Telescope was inserted into orbit on April 25, 1990. Of course, it
continues (after its last tune-up by the Discovery crew) to function well. And now Kepler
is helping refine our understanding of giant and supergiant stars, in addition to finding
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hundreds of planets.

http://hubblesite.org
http://kepler.nasa.gov

The first space tourist went uphill on April 28, 2001; today Virgin Galactic has deposits
from over 400 customers. The future SpaceX Falcon 9 "heavy" rocket will double the
payload capacity of any previous effort. Thunderbirds are go!

http://www.virgingalactic.com
http://www.spacex.com/index.php

see you at the observatories

With the warmer weather coming, the road to the Toronto Centre's E.C. Carr
Astronomical Observatory (CAO) will be open soon. Come on up for wonderful dark
skies.

Visit the David Dunlap Observatory (DDO) as the new summer program of talks kicks
into high gear.

Be seeing you!

Prepared to the RASC Toronto Centre April 6, 2011 meeting by Blake Nancarrow
(astronomy at computer hyphen ease period com).
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