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What’s Up 
Planets – December 2017 (ephemeris for the 15th of the month) 

Planet Rises Culm Sets Mag Comments 

Mercury 06:05 10:27 14:50 -0.3 
Mercury is showing well in the morning skies and will reach it’s 
greatest elongation 21⁰ west of the Sun on the 15th Dec 

Venus 03:53 08:54 13:54 -4.5 
Venus continues to appear in our morning skies this month and 
will do for several months yet. Rising 4 hours before the Sun 
and shining at mag -4.5 it makes a wonderful sight this month 

Mars 12:11 17:45 23:20 0.2 
Mars continues to climb out of the glare of the sunrise this 
month although it is fading in brightness its increased altitude 
makes this a good month to spot it. 

Jupiter 06:46 10:51 14:56 -1.6 
Jupiter has transitioned into our morning skies and starts to 
make an appearance in the predawn skies by the end of the 
month but is still very low on the south western horizon. 

Saturn 09:11 13:06 17:00 0.5 
Saturn has now disappeared from our skies and will be at solar 
conjunction on the 2nd Jan 

Uranus 13:19 20:11 03:07 5.7 
Uranus is well placed for viewing in November, well up by 
sunset and reaching its highest point in the sky around 8pm  

Neptune 12:04 17:26 22:48 7.9 
Neptune will be viewable from sunset and will sink below the 
horizon soon after 10pm 
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Dwarf Planets 
Pluto mag 14.3 in Sagittarius 
Ceres mag 8.9 in Libra 
 
Asteroids 
Juno mag 7.8 in Eridanus 
Hebe mag 8.5 in Monoceros 
Pallas mag 9.1 in Virgo 
Harmonia mag 9.6 in Taurus 
 
Comets 
46P/Wirtanen mag 12.6 in Cepheus 
38P/Stephan-Oterma mag 9.2 in cancer 
 

Smaller Bodies 
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Conjunctions  

   

7th December 
 
Close 
Conjunction 
between 
Mars and 
Neptune 
 
FOV 2.5° 
25x100 
Binoculars 
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14th 
December 
 
Conjunction 
between 
Moon and 
Mars 
 
FOV 6.5° 
10x50 
Binoculars 
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2nd January 
 
Conjunction 
between 
Moon and 
Jupiter 
 
FOV 6.5° 
10x50 
Binoculars 
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Meteor Showers  

   

14th December  
 

Geminid Meteor 
Shower Peak 
 

ZHR 100 
 

Moon age 7 Days 
 

The radiant will appear 
61° above the south-
eastern horizon This 
means we may be able 
to see around 88 
meteors per hour. 
The Moon will present 
significant interference 
in the early evening sky 
but sets at 11pm 
meaning good viewing 
from midnight onwards 
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16th December  
Comet 46P/Wirtanen  
Having passed perihelion on the 
13th this small comet will pass 
within 7.2 million miles of Earth 
on the 16th Dec and is predicted 
to reach magnitude 4.4 making it 
a naked eye object. 
This makes it the brightest 
comet of the year and as you can 
see from the finder chart it is 
nicely positioned throughout 
December.  
Being a small comet it will not 
sport much of a tail and 
Binoculars or a scope will greatly 
help with viewing it. 
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Next Scheduled Observing Evenings 
 
Saturday 8th December 
 
Weather Permitting  
 
At Albury 
 
Moon’s age, 0/1 days 
 

Please join us if you can 
 



What’s Up 
Events – December 2018 

Date Event 

5th – 15th Dec  23rd Dec – 3rd Jan Visible ISS Passes 

7th Dec Close approach of Mars and Neptune 

13th Dec 46P/Wirtanen at perihelion 

14th Dec  Geminid meteor shower peak ZHR 100 

14th Dec Close approach of the Moon and Mars 

15th Dec Moon at First Quarter 

15th Dec Mercury at greatest elongation west 

16th Dec 46P/Wirtanen reaches its brightest 

17th Dec Asteroid 433 Eros at opposition 

21st Dec December solstice 

22nd Dec Full Moon 

29th Dec Asteroid 6 Hebe at opposition 

29th Dec Asteroid 6 Hebe at opposition 

29th Dec Moon at Last Quarter 

2nd Jan Close approach of the Moon and Venus 

2nd Jan  Saturn at solar conjunction 

3rd Jan The Earth at perihelion 

3rd Jan Close approach of the Moon and Jupiter 









λ











What’s Up 
In the news 

NASA’s Dawn mission 
comes to an end 
ASA’s Dawn spacecraft has finally used up 
all its fuel, ending a successful 11-year 
mission to explore the main belt asteroid 
Vesta and the dwarf planet Ceres in 
unprecedented detail. 
 
Dawn was scheduled to check in with 
NASA’s Deep Space Network on 31 
October, but no signal was detected. After 
flight controllers eliminated other possible 
reasons for the communications drop out 
they concluded the spacecraft had finally 
exhausted its supply of hydrazine fuel. 
 
Without propellant, the spacecraft could 
no longer orient itself to aim its high-gain 
antenna back toward Earth or keep its 
solar panels pointed at the Sun. It remains 
in a stable orbit around Ceres, but for all 
intents and purposes, the spacecraft is 
dead. 

  



What’s Up 
In the news 

Oldest known star 
found in the Milky Way 

Astronomers have found what appears to be one of the oldest known stars in the universe. 
The ancient star formed 13.5 billion years ago, according to Australian National University scientists. The 
star is located 6,000 light-years from Earth and made up almost entirely of elements generated in the Big 
Bang and could be just one generation removed from the first generation of stars. It sets a new record for 
smallest amount of heavy elements  – about the same as the planet Mercury. The Sun and similar stars 
thousands of generations younger have the heavy element content of about 14 Jupiters. 

  



What’s Up 
In the news 

Parker Solar Probe in good shape 
after close approach to Sun 

NASA’s Parker Solar Probe came 
through its first close encounter 
with the Sun’s hellish corona on 
the 5th November in excellent 
condition enduring extreme 
temperatures and radiation as it 
passed within 24 million 
kilometres of the Sun’s visible 
surface at a record 343,000 
kilometres per hour. 
The 5 November flyby was the first 
of some two dozen planned 
between now and 2025, subjecting 
the spacecraft’s protective heat 
shield to temperatures as high as 
437 degrees Celsius. Over the 
course of the mission, the close-in 
aim point will drop to less than 6.4 
million kilometres with 
temperatures expected in the 
1,400 C range and peak velocities 
around 692,000 kph. 

  



What’s Up 
In the news 

Barnard’s Star is a red dwarf, a low-mass, relatively cool star possibly twice as old as the Sun. It is the closest 
single star to Earth’s solar system and the fastest in terms of its apparent motion across the sky. 
Despite its relatively close orbit, just four tenths the distance between Earth and Sun, Barnard’s Star b 
receives just 2 percent the energy Earth takes in from its star. As such, the surface temperature is likely in the 
neighbourhood of -170 degrees Celsius, inhospitable to life as it’s known on Earth. 

Super-Earth found orbiting Barnard’s Star 
just six light years away 

Studying two decades of data 
charting the precise position 
of Barnard’s Star, astronomers 
have found the tell-tale 
gravitational wobbles 
produced by interactions with 
an unseen planet, a rocky 
super-Earth with a mass of at 
least 2.3 times that of Earth 
that orbits the star every 233 
days or so. 
Designated Barnard’s Star b, it 
is the second closest known 
exoplanet to Earth’s solar 
system at a distance of just six 
light years. 



What’s Up 
In the news 

NASA selects Jezero Crater for Mars 
2020 landing site 

After five years of analyses and 
debate, NASA says the Mars 2020 
rover will land in Jezero Crater 
near an ancient river delta that 
may hold evidence of past 
microbial life. The rover also will 
test technologies to extract 
oxygen from the martian 
atmosphere and cache rocks and 
soil samples for possible return to 
Earth aboard a future robotic 
spacecraft.The nuclear-powered 
rover is targeted for launch in July 
2020. If all goes well, the 
spacecraft will land in Jezero 
Crater on 18 February 2021. 
Planetary scientists began 
discussing possible landing sites 
for the Mars 2020 rover five 
years ago, ultimately settling on four candidates out of a list of more than 60. After a final review, Thomas 
Zurbuchen, director of space science at NASA Headquarters in Washington selected Jezero, a 45-kilometre-
wide crater some 500 metres deep. 
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In the news 

NASA’s InSight mission lands on Mars to 
study planet’s hidden interior 

NASA’s InSight spacecraft plunged into the 
rarefied atmosphere of Mars at a speed of 
more than 12,000 mph Monday 26th Nov 
and braked to a gentle touchdown, setting 
the stage for a two-year surface mission to 
probe the planet’s deep interior. 
Cocooned inside a heat shield, the robotic 
lander weathered extreme temperatures 
reaching 1,500 degrees Celsius as it entered 
the Martian atmosphere, unfurled a 
supersonic parachute, then pulsed 12 
retrorockets up to 10 times every second in 
the final phase of the descent toward the 
red planet, finally settling on the surface 
with three landing legs. Controllers 
confirmed InSight’s landing at 19:54 GMT, 
roughly eight minutes (the time taken for 
the radio signal to travel the 91 million miles 
from Mars to Earth after the touchdown 
actually occurred at Elysium Planitia, a 
broad equatorial plain selected for its 
relatively flat surface free of large boulders 
and craters. 



What’s Up 
In the news 

Time-lapse shows Beta Pictoris b sailing 
through its orbit 

The European Southern 
Observatory’s Very Large 
Telescope has captured a 
remarkable series of images 
showing the exoplanet Beta 
Pictoris b orbiting its star, 
swinging from one side to the 
other. Discovered by the VLT in 
2008, the same research team 
tracked the exoplanet over two 
years, from late 2014 to late 
2016, using the Spectro-
Polarimetric High-contrast 
Exoplanet REsearch 
instrument, or SPHERE, 
attached to the VLT. 
Beta Pictoris b orbits its star at 
a distance of about 1.3 billion 
kilometres, roughly the 
distance from the Sun to 
Saturn, making it the most 
closely orbiting exoplanet ever 
directly imaged.  



What’s Up 
In the news 

LIGO and VIRGO announce four new 
gravitational-wave detections 

On Saturday, 1 December, 
scientists attending the 
Gravitational Wave Physics 
and Astronomy Workshop in 
College Park, Maryland, 
presented new results from 
the National Science 
Foundation’s LIGO (Laser 
Interferometer 
Gravitational-Wave 
Observatory) and the 
European- based VIRGO 
gravitational-wave detector 
regarding their searches for 
coalescing cosmic objects, 
such as pairs of black holes 
and pairs of neutron stars. 
 The LIGO and Virgo collaborations have now confidently detected gravitational waves from a total of 10 stellar-mass 
binary black hole mergers and one merger of neutron stars, which are the dense, spherical remains of stellar 
explosions. Six of the black hole merger events had been reported before, while four are newly announced. 
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Next Meeting 

   

Thursday 3rd January 

Cosmology Pt 2 
Cosmology is the study of the universe as a whole. In these two lectures, Colin will show the key evidence and explain sufficient theory 

to allow you to understand why we think the universe is as we believe. 
The lectures will approximately follow the historical evolution of cosmology over the last 100 years.  

 
The second lecture will focus on inflationary cosmology and the insights from the cosmic microwave background: 

Negative pressure and inflation 
Inflation, perturbations, oscillations and cosmological structure formation. 

Supernovae Type 1A and evidence for dark energy 
The future: gravitational waves, the polarisation of the CMB and dark matter. 

Dr Colin McGill 




