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What’s Up 
Planets – February 2020 (ephemeris for the 15th of the month) 

Planet Rises Culm Sets Mag Comments 

Mercury 07:40 13:15 18:49 0.6 
Mercury is at it’s greatest elongation on the 10th and at it 
highest above the horizon on the 14th making this a good 
opportunity to spot this elusive planet 

Venus 08:37 14:55 21:13 -4.1 
Venus is a magnificent sight blazing away in the West for about 
4 hours after sunset and can be seen in close company with the 
moon on the 27th  

Mars 04:31 08:18 12:06 1.2 
Mars continues to brighten in the pre-dawn skies this month 
and lies close to the moon on the 18th  

Jupiter 05:38 09:34 13:30 -1.8 
Jupiter now a month and a bit past solar conjunction is a tricky 
target this month despite it’s brightness 

Saturn 06:10 10:16 14:22 0.6 
Having passed through solar conjunction last month Saturn will 
not be viewable this month. 

Uranus 09:25 16:25 23:26 5.8 
Uranus is well placed for viewing in the early evening skies 
throughout the month.  

Neptune 08:08 13:37 19:06 8 
Neptune will be viewable for the early part of the month 
disappearing into the evening twilight in the second half of the 
month. 



What’s Up 

Dwarf Planets 
Pluto mag 14.4 in Sagittarius 
 
Asteroids 
Vesta mag 7.7 in Aries 
Astraea mag 9.0 in Cancer 
 
Comets 
C/2017 T2 (PANSTARRS) mag 9.1 in Perseus 
 

Smaller Bodies 



What’s Up 
Conjunctions  

   

18th February 
 
Close 
approach of 
the Moon 
and Mars 
 
FOV 6.5° 
10x50 
Binoculars 



What’s Up 
Conjunctions  

   

19th February 
 
Close 
approach of 
the Moon 
and Jupiter 
 
FOV 8.2° 
8x40 
Binoculars 
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27th February 
 
Close 
approach of 
Moon and 
Venus 
 
FOV 8.2° 
8x40 
Binoculars 
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Tony Questa 
Close approach of Moon and Venus 
17th May 2018 
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John Axtell 
Close approach of Moon, Saturn and Venus 
29th November 2019 



What’s Up 
Events – February 2020 

Date Event 

5th – 8th Feb  21st Feb – 5th Mar Visible ISS Passes 

9th February Full Moon 

10th February Mercury at greatest elongation east 

14th February Mercury reaches highest point in evening sky 

15th February Moon at Last Quarter 

18th February Close approach of the Moon and Mars 

19th February Close approach of the Moon and Jupiter 

23rd February New Moon 

26th February Mercury at inferior solar conjunction 

27th February Conjunction of the Moon and Venus 

2nd March Moon at First Quarter 

5th Mar GAS Meeting 
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Beta Monocerotis  

Multiple Star system in Monoceros 
With a combined brightness of 3.92 Beta Mon is 
brighter than Alpha Mon. This trio of stars are 
unusual by virtue of being close to identical. The two 
dimmer components are thought to orbit each other 
while the brightest of the three orbits the pair. 
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NGC 2419 – The Intergalactic Wanderer 
Globular Cluster in Lynx 
One of the most remote Globular clusters lying 
some 300,000 Ly away and with a three billion 
year orbit NGC 2419 was erroneously thought 
to be free of the gravitational influence of the 
Milky Way earning it the nickname of the 
Intergalactic wanderer 
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Messier 74 

Spiral Galaxy in Pisces  
A face-on spiral Galaxy M74 has one of the lowest 
surface brightness's in the Messier list. Because of this 
it is best viewed with a large aperture scope however 
the core should be visible in smaller scopes. 
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Kembles Cascade 

Asterism in Camelopadus 
A beautiful 2.5 degree long rivulet of 8th magnitude stars 
with open cluster NGC 1502 at one end. Covering so 
much sky it is best viewed in 7x or 10x binoculars. Easily 
located by extending a line along the top of Cassiopeia 
and travelling the same distance as the width of the “W” 
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Messier 67  

Open Cluster in Cancer 
Lying south of the beehive cluster this is one of the most 
ancient open star clusters known and due to its 
comparative closeness is also one of the most studied . It 
is a fine bright cluster and  contains some nice star chains 
and dark lanes although you will need big binoculars to 
resolve more than a few of them. 
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M41 

Open Cluster in Canis Major 
A large bright open cluster containing about 
100 stars lying 4° south of Sirius. Visible to 
the naked eye on dark clear nights the 
cluster has some very attractive star chains 
within it 
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Melotte 111 – Coma Star Cluster 

Open Cluster in Coma Berenices 
In a dark sky, the cluster is visible to the naked eye. It is 
the cluster that gives the parent constellation its name: 
In legend, it is the beautiful hair that Queen Berenice 
sacrificed to Aphrodite in order to ensure the safe 
return from war of her husband. 
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Sigma Orionis 

Multiple Star in Orion 
A quintuple star system lying just below Alnitak  in 
the Belt of Orion. Four stars are visible in amateur 
scopes. The brightest star is also a close double 
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M78 
Reflection Nebula in Orion 
The brightest reflection nebula in the sky M78 lies 3 
degrees northeast of Alnitak – the left most star of the 
belt of Orion. Just visible in binoculars the nebula 
stands out well in telescopes which reveal the two 
stars that illuminate the cloud of dust that makes up 
M78 
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M51 & NGC 5195 - Whirlpool Galaxy  
Whirlpool Galaxy in Canes Venatici 
The larger M51 is a beautiful example of a face-
on spiral galaxy and has the distinction of being 
the first spiral galaxy discovered. It’s outer 
regions are in contact with the smaller fainter 
NCG 5195 so we get a chance to see a pair of 
galaxies interacting.  
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The Flying Minnow 

Asterism in Auriga 
Pretty group of 5 bright stars, plus several fainter ones, 
spanning about ¾  degree in Auriga. It is located just SE 
of the Flaming Star and includes 16; 18 and 19 Aurigae. 
It probably gets its name due to its similarity to 
Delphinus 



What’s Up 
In the news 

Venus may still be volcanically 
active 

The European Space 
Agency’s Venus Express 
orbiter observed heat 
patterns on the slopes of a 
Venusian volcano that 
indicated relatively recent 
lava flows. But “relatively 
recent” in this case, based 
on data from the 
spacecraft’s Infrared and 
Visible Thermal Imaging 
Spectrometer, meant 
anytime between now and 
2.5 million years ago. 
 
New research, based on a 
laboratory analysis, 
indicates eruptions may, in 
fact, be happening today, 
making Venus the only other 
planet in the solar system 
with truly recent volcanism. 

  

The volcanic peak Idunn Mons in the Imdr Regio area of Venus as observed by ESA’s Venus Express 
Orbiter in 2010. The colours, overlayed on topographic data from NASA’s Magellan spacecraft, 
show heat patterns that indicate lave flows within the last 2.5 million years. More recent research 
suggests the planet may still be volcanically active. Image: ESA/NASA 
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Hubble finds evidence for widely 
held ‘cold dark matter’ theory 

Using the Hubble Space 
Telescope – and gravitationally 
lensed quasars – astronomers 
have found that dark matter can 
form in much smaller clumps 
than the galaxy-spanning clouds 
previously detected, providing 
strong evidence for the widely 
accepted “cold dark matter” 
theory. Dark matter can be 
detected indirectly by measuring 
how its combined gravity affects 
the motions of stars and 
galaxies. “Cold” in this case 
means slow moving. The gravity 
generated by vast clouds of cold, 
weakly interacting dark matter 
particles is thought to provide 
the glue that keeps galaxies and 
galaxy clusters from flying apart. 

  

Until now, dark matter concentrations have only been detected in and around medium- to large-size galaxies, prompting 
theorists to propose theories that include “warm” dark matter, particles that move too fast to merge and form small 
concentrations. The Hubble observations are consistent with cold dark matter scenarios. 
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Astronomers bizarre objects 
orbiting Milky Way’s black hole 

Astronomers already knew 
about two strange objects 
orbiting the supermassive black 
hole at the core of the Milky 
Way. Now they’ve spotted four 
more. 
“These objects look like gas and 
behave like stars,” said Andrea 
Ghez, director of the UCLA 
Galactic Center Group and co-
author of a paper published in 
the journal Nature. 
Ghez and her colleagues have 
found six objects they have 
dubbed G1, G2, G3, G4, G5 and 
G6. Ghez believes all six are 
binary stars that merged under 
the influence of the central black 
hole’s titanic gravity. 

  

An artist’s impression of unusual “G” objects orbiting the Milky Way’s central black hole. Researchers 
believe they are mostly likely are gravity-driven mergers of binary stars. Image: Jack Ciurlo 
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White dwarf chows down on brown 
dwarf companion in feeding frenzy 

A previously unnoticed dwarf 
nova found in archived data 
from NASA’s Kepler space 
telescope underwent a super 
outburst that was caught by 
chance, brightening by a factor 
of 1,600 in less than a day. 
The system in question is made 
up of a compact white dwarf, 
the burned-out, Earth-size core 
of a star like the Sun, and a 
brown dwarf companion, a 
“failed” star 10 to 80 times more 
massive than Jupiter but too 
small to support nuclear fusion. 
The brown dwarf orbits its 
partner every 83 minutes at a 
distance of only 250,000 miles. 

  

An artist’s impression of a dwarf nova system in which a white dwarf is stripping material away from a 
brown dwarf in a close orbit. Image: NASA and L. Hustak/STSci: 

At that close distance, the white dwarf’s powerful gravity strips material away from the brown dwarf, forming an accretion 
disc that spirals inward in a cosmic maelstrom. Theories suggest a super outburst like the one observed by Kepler may be 
caused when the accretion disc reaches a tipping point. As material builds up in the disc, the outer edge can end up in 
gravitational resonance with the brown dwarf, possibly triggering a thermal instability. The disc’s temperature, normally 
between 2,700 and 5,300 degrees Celsius, can shoot up to more than 11,000 C at the peak of a super outburst. 
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Daniel K. Inouye Solar Telescope 
dazzles with first light images 

First light images from the 4-metre Daniel K. 
Inouye Solar Telescope atop Mount Haleakala in 
Hawai’i, the most powerful in the world, provide 
a mesmerising glimpse of our star’s churning 
surface, capturing details as small as 30 
kilometres (18 miles) across in boiling cell-like 
structures about the size of Texas. 
In a process known as convection, hot plasma 
boils to the surface in the bright centres of the 
cells, cools and then sinks back down in dark 
lanes. In those lanes, astronomers can discern 
small, bright markers of magnetic fields thought 
to channel energy up into the Sun’s super-
heated corona. 
The first light images from the powerful new 
solar telescope are the most detailed ever 
captured from the ground, hinting at discoveries 
to come. 
Two powerful instruments will be installed in the 
next few months. The 2-ton Cryogenic Near-
Infrared Spectropolarimeter will measure the 
Sun’s magnetic field beyond the star’s visible 
disc while he Diffraction-Limited Near-IR 
Spectropolarimeter will focus on how the 
magnetic field changes in extreme detail. 

  

First light images of the Sun’s surface from the Daniel K. Inouye Solar Telescope show 
convection cells the size of Texas and details as small as 30 kilometres (18 miles) 
across. Image: NSO/NSF/AURA 
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NASA pulls the plug on Spitzer, 
ending trail-blazing mission 

The Spitzer Space Telescope, one 
of NASA’s four “Great 
Observatories,” executed a final 
set of commands 30 January, 
putting itself to sleep after more 
than 16 years of trail-blazing 
infrared observations. 
Flight controllers at NASA’s Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory in 
Pasadena, California, sent the 
commands at 2 p.m. local time. 
Given Spitzer’s distance from 
Earth, it took the signals about 
15 minutes to reach the 
spacecraft. Fifteen minutes after 
that, radio transmissions from 
Spitzer vanished on control 
screens at JPL, and project 
manager Joseph Hunt declared 
the mission officially over. 

  

An artist’s impression of the Spitzer Space Telescope departing Earth. Image: NASA/JPL-Caltech 

During the course of its career, Spitzer chalked up a steady stream of discoveries, 
averaging 7,000 hours of observations per year over more than 6,000 days in space. 
The result: More than 8,700 science papers to date and many more expected in the 
years to come as astronomers work through its vast data archive. Total cost of the 
mission: $1.36 billion. 
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European Space Agency says Solar 
Orbiter launch delayed to 9th February 

Officials have delayed the launch 
of a United Launch Alliance Atlas 5 
rocket with the European-built 
Solar Orbiter spacecraft from 
Cape Canaveral to 9th February, a 
ripple effect from time spent 
fixing a minor issue last week 
during a launch vehicle 
countdown dress rehearsal. The 
Solar Orbiter mission has a 19-day 
launch opportunity in February — 
beginning 5th February — to put 
the spacecraft on a trajectory to 
reach Venus in December, when 
the probe will use the planet’s 
gravity to slingshot into an orbit 
closer to the Sun. 
Ten scientific instruments aboard 
Solar Orbiter will measure the 
Sun’s output and take the first 

  

The Solar Orbiter spacecraft was encapsulated inside the Atlas 5 rocket’s payload fairing Jan. 20. Credit: NASA/Ben 
Smegelsky detailed images of the Sun’s poles. 

Scientists will use data from Solar Orbiter, in tandem with measurements from NASA’s Parker Solar Probe, to better 
understand what causes the solar wind, and what drives the 11-year solar cycle. After a series of gravity assist flybys of 
Venus, Solar Orbiter’s trajectory around the Sun will become tilted away from the plane of the planets, allowing the 
spacecraft to take pictures of the Sun’s poles for the first time. 
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Thursday 5th March 

Surrey Satellite Technology 

Spyridon Grammenos 
Junior Galileo FOC Payload Systems Engineer 

(RF/Navigation) at Surrey Satellite Technology Ltd (SSTL) 




