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The Sky This Month: Sep/Oct 2011

Blake delivered The Sky This Month presentation at the 14 Sep 2011 Recreational
Astronomy Night meeting. The handout provided included a calendar for the subsequent
4 weeks (to mid-Oct) and some descriptive notes. The presentation notes have been
reproduced here. You may view or download and print the calendar  PDF file (345
KB).

 

the Sun

Our local star is hanging out in Virgo over the next 4 weeks. The equinox (where the day
is as long as the night) is on the 23rd.

The Sun has been fairly active lately. Many viewed sunspots and flares at the recent
Solar Observing Session coordinated by Shawn. Blake used his number 15 welder's
glass to see a large sunspot at 1x power! Five sunspot groups revealed themselves in a
3½" telescope with a solar filter on Sep 10. Even the very small pair in the centre of the
Sun's disk were visible.
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Atmospheric Imaging Assembly, wavelength 4500, Solar Dynamics Observatory, Sep

10th

The small group near the right edge made some good aurora recently. Hopes are high
that we'll see lots more in the near future.

As much as we might enjoy viewing the Sun, it is causing some problems at the moment.
It is blocking our view of some planets and asteroids and comets. This includes Mercury,
Venus, Saturn, and 3 Juno. When solar system objects are very near the Sun optically,
between us and the Sun, or behind the Sun, they are in "conjunction."

 

then there were 3

While at the Carr Astronomical Observatory at the beginning of August, Blake saw (with
some difficulty) the asteroid Vesta naked eye. It was interesting to watch the point of light
move through the sky on a night by night basis.

It is interesting to note that the some of the "first four" are close together. The first four
asteroids discovered were 1 Ceres, 2 Pallas, 3 Juno, and 4 Vesta. Fact: the number
indicates the order of discovery, not the size. For example, 10 Hygiea is much bigger
than Juno.
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night sky, looking south, Stellarium screen snap shot, Sep 14, 11:00 PM EDT

Vesta is fading now and near the bottom of Capricornus. Ceres will reach "opposition" on
the 17th. Opposition occurs when a solar system object is on the opposite side of the
Earth from the Sun. And that always means the object is as close to us as it can get.
Ceres is to the left of Aquarius; whereas, asteroid Pallas is found in Aquila at the
moment. Again, unfortunately, Juno is not in the area.

Enjoy an "asteroid hunt" during your next observing session and locate asteroids 1, 2,
and 4.

Asteroids also make for occultations, when an asteroid blocks the light of a star. Eric and
Guy recently commented on a few possible opportunities. Some of the best bets are
noted in this TSTM calendar.

 

Jupiter

Beyond the main asteroid belt where Ceres, Pallas, et al live, there's our biggest planet.
Have you looked at Jupiter lately? It's fantastic. Part of the reason is that it is close to us.

A yard stick that astronomers use to measure distances in the solar system is the
Earth-Sun distance. Instead of saying 150,000,000 kilometres, we say 1 astronomical
unit, or 1 AU. Jupiter is less than 4 AU from us, less than 4 times the Earth-Sun distance.
That's super close. That translates to bright and big. In a telescope, that means more
detail!

If you get a good night, you'll enjoy the main cloud bands, the Great Red Spot, swirls and
eddies, festoons, the subtle shades of colour, and so on, on the surface. If you're very
lucky, you might catch an inky black shadow of a moon, one of the big 4 Galilean moons,
crossing the disk of the gas giant. If that's not exciting enough, there are times where
there's a moon shadow while the GRS is visible. Give it a go!

You'll find the second brightest planet in the head of Cetus, the sea monster. It rises
above the horizon at 9:30 PM in mid-Sep; by mid-Oct it rises at 7:30 PM. So it's perfectly
placed for easy viewing.

Have you seen planets in a blue, day time sky? It's sometimes easy to do when the
Moon is nearby. See, the Moon is useful. Our lunar neighbour will be very near Jupiter
on the 16th, about 5 degrees away. So grab your binoculars, target the Moon, then
slowly scan around the Moon. Look for a very tiny but bright point. Voila. Easy.
Remember, the brightest objects in the sky are:

 1. Sun
 2. Moon
 3. Venus
 4. Jupiter
 5. Rogers Centre SkyDome

Don't know if you want to look at Toronto's Light Pollution Map ...
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Uranus

Speaking of nearby planets, Uranus is also very close to the Earth. A mere 19 AU!
Stone's throw! While a telescopic view will likely not yield surface detail, you might notice
some faint points of light very near the pale blue planet. Moons! Blake has Titania and
Oberon checked on his life list but is still chasing Ariel and Umbriel. Remember to look
for the faint moons of Uranus above and below the plane of the solar system (aka the
ecliptic) as Uranus's axis of rotation is at 90° to the ecliptic. Whereas all the other planets
are perpendicular. Well, Earth is 23° as you well know. Also, try for the moons of
Uranus when there are greatly separated from the glare of the planet, or at greatest
elongation.

Uranus, again, is relatively close. It reaches magnitude 5.7 on 24th and opposition on
25th. You know what that means? It is in naked-eye-viewing range! So, in a dark site,
looking near the circlet in Pisces, see if you can tag the 7th planet with just your
eyeballs.

 

growing Mars

Mars will not be at opposition until February 2012, and--no--it will never get as big as the
Moon, but it is giving up some details now. You might be able to spot different colours
and shades. Blake was thrilled to spot an ice cap in the Celestron 14-inch SCT
telescope at the Carr. It will be mag 1.5 or brighter and 2 times the Earth-Sun distance or
less over the next 4 weeks.

The red planet is in Cancer and will buzz the Beehive star cluster on the 30th. Get out
the camera! The colour contrast will be very attractive. But you'll either need to pull an
all-nighter or get up awfully early. The 4th planet rises around 2:00 AM.
 
Did you hear? The "marsonauts" are returning to Earth. Sorta. The 500-day simulated
Mars mission conducted by the European Space Agency is nearing completion. In the
mock journey, the mission specialists successful explored the surface of the planet,
collected samples, returned to the orbiting mothership, and now are nearing Earth, soon
to enter a circular orbit. See the ESA Mars web site  for more info on the many men
who've been living together in a small apartment-sized space for the last 1.5 years.
Sounds like a reality-show!

 

surly bonds

Going my way? Will split fuel costs. NASA needs a ride. Everyone at the Florida space
coast is probably really feeling trapped without an active rocket or spacecraft program,
now that the shuttles have been retired. Katrina, our resident spaceflight diva, shared a
tip about NASA's new heavy-lift rocket  plans.

Roscosmos was to be the main menas of getting to and from space, with US, Canadian,
and other agencies renting rides. But with two major malfunctions lately, the Russian
program is stumbling. Hopefully, they'll recover soon. All eyes will be one future Soyuz
and Progress launches.

Fortunately, it looks like the commercial providers will come to the rescue. In fact,
SpaceX will be heading to the International Space Station later this year. That will mark a
significant milestone with an independent corporation providing space transport at a
cheaper rate.

All this activity will hopefully prevent the abandonment of the ISS. Rumours are flying
that the humans aboard the outpost will have to vacate for a time until we see reliable
travel reinstated.

You can see the bright ISS fly over head, in Ontario, over the next 4 weeks but only
during pre-dawn times.

It is busy at our Canadian Space Agency. Dextre is on duty! Our sophisticated robot on
the outside of the ISS is performing maintenance and repair activities. This lets space
station crew sleep or perform other tasks without the time, expense, and risk of going out
the airlock. Also, just recently at CSA, two new astronauts completed their basic training.
David Saint-Jacques and Jeremy R. Hansen will be put to work and getting more
involved in active programs.
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Earth and Moon from 10 million km, NASA JunoCam, Aug 26th

A couple of new space probes recently launched from our little green world. GRAIL is off
to the Moon. They are taking the long-way 'round to save fuel. Beginning Jan 2012, the
dual sensors will measure gravity and probe the interior of the Moon. The Juno craft
blasted off for Jupiter. Looking back from a few million km, the solar-powered craft
snapped a photo. I hope no one blinked! Juno will arrive its goal in July 2016.

 

Moon sked

Below is a quick list showing the Moon phases and some noteworthy events. Sep 12
through Oct 12, 2011.

 

supernova summer

Did you see the supernova in the Messier 51 galaxy? SN 2011 dh was easily imaged
and, with some difficulty, visually spotted during the summer. But now it has faded. It is
making a planetary nebula no doubt in the distant galaxy. Or rather made...

See Blake's June and July supernova images side-by-side . They were captured
with the Centre's MallinCam at the CAO. Darned, hot pixels! Check, specifically, his June
image to see the SN 2011 dh highlighted .

Normally, we don't get to see these events all that often. But just as "dh" was fading, a
new one exploded! SN 2011 fe in M101 flared up. This is reported to be the brightest
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supernova in years. But look now. It is near its maximum brightness. Observing it may
prove a little tricky given elevation in the sky and the darkness of the sky. So, plan to
observe it first in your evening plan, observe early. And don't be surprised if you can't
see the faint galaxy itself...

 

comet fickle

It has also proved an exciting season for those tempting comets.

Everyone has been going ga-ga for Elenin but it appears to have fizzled. The theory is
that gravitational forces ripped apart the fragile comet. It is fading rapidly. Good luck
seeing it.

comet Garradd near M15, CAO MallinCam, composite image by Blake, Aug 2nd

On the other hand, Garrard is good! It was fantastic watching it skirt M15 and then the
Coathanger cluster, making for lots of photos ops.

Presently, the small comet is in Hercules, and it is slowing down. It is keeping steady in
brightness. It is possible to view, with patience, in binoculars. Telescopic views will
reveal the faint tail.

 

comet C/2009 P1 (Garradd) in Hercules, path with date stamps, SkyTools3 Pro

The comet path image above is hyperlinked to a larger chart.

 

the summer deep sky

With the Summer Triangle directly overhead in the early evening, it offers us many
targets of different types. Check out some of the red or orange stars in the 'hood, such
as the Garnet Star aka mu Cephei. Double or multiple stars abound. View
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colourful gamma Delphini and the ever challenging "Tim Horton" star(s). Like planetary
nebulae around dead stars? Visit the Ring or Apple Core Nebula targets near Lyra. The
spectacular globular clusters in Hercules are especially good this time of year. M13 and
M92 are favourites for visual observers and astrophotographers. While not overhead in
the early evening, the galaxies M31, M32, and M110 in the chained lady are beckoning.

Your challenge target is the Zwicky's Triplet in Hercules, between the iota and tau stars.
Faint and small!

 

re-cap

Lots to do over the next four weeks. Enjoy comet Garradd and planet Jupiter while
they're high in the sky. Spot the supernova in M101. Watch or photograph Mars in the
Beehive. Take in Uranus while so close. Watch asteroids move. And keep an eye out for
the next Soyuz launch.

 

keep dry

Have an enjoyable equinox. Many RASCals will be heading to the Annual Algonquin
Adventure in the last weekend of September to soak in the dark, dark skies and damp
conditions. Then the troops will be travelling to the Carr Astronomical Observatory on the
Oct 1/2 weekend for the fall work party and public open house. Be seeing you. 

Blake Nancarrow
astronomy AT computer-ease DOT com
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