What’s Up
March 2017

What’s Up
Constellations
In Mid March
at 10.30pm

What’s Up
Planets – March 2017 (ephemeris for the 15

th

Planet
Mercury

of the month)

Rises Culm Sets Mag

Comments

06:38 12:42 18:46

-1.4

Mercury transitions from the morning to the evening sky on the 7th
March and will be too close to the sun for viewing until the middle
of the month. Towards the end of March it will be well positioned
and on the 29th pairs up with the crescent moon

Venus

05:55 12:54 19:52

-4.1

Venus will continue to stand out in the evening sky at the start of
the month but will rapidly fall away from Mars as the month
progresses and will pass between the Earth and Sun on the 25th
transitioning from the evening to morning skies

Mars

07:29 14:35 21:41

1.5

Mars will continue to fade as its distance from us increases but will
remain visible in the evening skies for a few months yet.

-2.2

Jupiter is coming into its own this month. Rising at 8.30pm by midmonth and by 6.30pm by the end of the month, it reaches it’s peak
brightness over the next 3 months and is perfectly placed for
observing.

Jupiter

20:21 01:51 07:16

Saturn

02:20 06:18 10:16

1.3

Saturn rises in the east about two hours after midnight in early
March, and by the month’s end, Saturn comes up around midnight.
Saturn’s rings are currently inclined at nearly 27° from edge-on,
exhibiting their northern face.

Uranus

07:13 13:53 20:34

5.9

Uranus is now an early evening object receding into the evening
twilight as it heads for solar conjunction on April 14th

Neptune

06:05 11:24 16:44

8

Neptune will be passing behind the Sun at solar conjunction on the
2nd March and is not viewable this month.

What’s Up
Smaller Bodies
Dwarf Planets
Pluto mag 14.3 in Sagittarius
Ceres mag 9.0 in Aries
Asteroids
Vesta mag 7.4 in Gemini
Irene mag 9.4 in Leo
Metis mag 9.5 in Leo
Amphitrite mag 9.4 in Leo
Eunomia mag 9.7 in Hydra
Comets
41P/Tuttl-Giacobini-Keresak mag 7.9 in Ursa Major

What’s Up
Conjunctions
14th March
Conjunction
between the
Moon and
Jupiter

View through 15x70
Binoculars
FOV 4.4º

What’s Up
Conjunctions
20th March
Conjunction
between the
Moon and
Saturn

View through
10x50 Binoculars
FOV 6.5º

What’s Up
Conjunctions
22nd March
Close
Conjunction
between the
Moon and
Pluto

View through 25x100
Binoculars
FOV 2.5º

What’s Up
Conjunctions
29th March
Conjunction
between the
Moon and
Mercury

FOV 10º

What’s Up
Transient Objects
Lunar X or Werner X
Transient Lunar Effect
Lunar X or Werner X is a clairobscur effect that happens just
before the moon's first quarter
and last about 4 hours. It's caused
by sunlight illuminating the edges
of 4 craters: Werner, Purback, La
Caille and Blanchinus and
produces a shape in the form of a
letter X that appears to float in
the darkness beyond the
terminator.
There will be an opportunity to
see it next on 3rd April from
21:20 pm
Sketch by Julia Gaudelli

What’s Up
Observing Evenings
Next Scheduled Observing Evenings
Friday 31st March
Weather Permitting
At Albury

Please join us if you can

What’s Up
Events – February 2017
2nd – 22nd Mar
27th Mar – 6th Apr

Visible ISS Passes

5th Mar

Moon at First Quarter

12th Mar

Full Moon

14th Mar

Close approach of the Moon and Jupiter (2°19')

20th Mar

Close approach of the Moon and Saturn (3°25')

20th Mar

March Equinox

20th Mar

Moon at Last Quarter

22nd Mar

Conjunction of the Moon and Pluto (2°43')

23rd Mar

Mercury at greatest brightness

28th Mar

New Moon

29th Mar

Conjunction of Moon and Mercury

31st Mar

GAS Members Observing Session

1st Apr

GAS Stargazing Live Public Stargazing Event at Newlands Corner

3rd Apr

Moon at First Quarter

3rd Apr

Lunar X visible for about 4 hours from 21:20 pm

6th Apr

GAS Meeting

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
Iota Cancri
Double Star in Cancer
A wide binary separated by 30“ that can be
easily resolved into its components in a small
scope. The primary in a mag 4.01 yellow
supergiant while the secondary is a mag 5.99
blue white main sequence star

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
M44 – The Beehive Cluster
Open Cluster in Cancer
One of the nearest open clusters to our solar
system and visible to the naked eye as a fuzzy
spot. Binoculars and scopes will resolve at least
75 stars. Due to its large size M44 is best
appreciated in binoculars. It lies between Delta
and Gamma Cancri.

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
M63 – The Sunflower Galaxy
Galaxy in Canes Venatici
Discovered by Pierre Mechain in 1779 and
included in his list by his friend Charles Messier,
M63 is a classic spiral galaxy with a visual
magnitude of 8.6 and resembles a giant celestial
sunflower. It lies about 1/3rd of way along a line
between Alpha Canum Venaticorum and Eta
Ursae Majoris

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
M95/M96/M105/NGC 3384
Galaxies in Leo
This quartet of Galaxies located about halfway
between Alpha and Theta Leonis are part of
the Leo 1 Galaxy group which also includes
M65 and M66. M96 is the most conspicuous of
the four at mag 9.2. The group will fit into a 2°
field of view

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
NGC 2775
Galaxy in Cancer
This mag 10.23 spiral galaxy is an object of
interest to astronomers due to its unusual
shape – it has a smooth prominent bulge in the
centre with highly complex spiral arms that
start very abruptly at the centre boundary. It
has also been host to 5 supernovae in the last
30 years and is therefore considered to be a
galaxy worth keeping an eye on!

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
Messier 108
Galaxy in Ursa Major
This is a fine edge-on barred spiral galaxy whish appears
as a bright bar with several dark streaks across it . It
appears to have no central bulge or bright core and shows
as a mottled ellipse that can be found close to Beta Ursae
Majoris. Lying 1° to the southeast is the Owl nebula
(M97) which we featured in last months What’s Up.

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
NGC 2506
Open Cluster in Monoceros
A rich cluster of about 150 11th -14th
magnitude stars lying in a rather empty region
of the night sky just over 4°west of Alpha
Monocerotis. The cluster’s 12th -14th
magnitude stars form a distinct triangular
shape

What’s Up
Suggested Objects
M50
Open Cluster in Monoceros
A bright open cluster that lies on the border
between Moncerotis and Canis Major about
9°east of Alpha Monocerotis. There are about
200 stars of 8th magnitude or fainter in the
cluster. There is a particularly noticeable red
giant in the southern part of the cluster that
contrasts nicely with its blue-white neighbours

What’s Up
In the news

Trappist-1 and
its seven planets

Astronomers have detected a record seven Earth-sized planets
orbiting a single star. All seven could potentially support liquid water
on the surface, depending on the other properties of those planets.
But only three are within the conventional "habitable" zone where life
is considered a possibility. The compact system of exoplanets orbits
Trappist-1, a low-mass, cool star located 40 light-years away from
Earth. The planets were detected using Nasa's Spitzer Space Telescope
and several ground-based observatories.

What’s Up
In the news

New move to re-instate Pluto’s Planetary
classification

Alan Stern, principal
investigator of the New
Horizons mission and others
has proposed a new
definition of what it takes to
be classified a planet:
"A planet is a sub-stellar
mass body that has never
undergone nuclear fusion
and that has sufficient selfgravitation to assume a
spheroidal shape
adequately described by a
triaxial ellipsoid regardless
of its orbital parameters."
Breaking that down: to be a planet, you have to be large, round, and not a star. As long as a world is
rounded out by its own gravity, that makes it a planet.
Which means that in this scenario, the Moon is now a planet. Tiny Enceladus and titanic Titan are both
now planets. Pluto is a planet again, but so is Charon. Ceres gains its status back, though most other
asteroids do not.

What’s Up
In the news

Juno will remain in its current orbit
around Jupiter

NASA’s Juno spacecraft is to
stay in its 53-day orbit
instead of burning into a 14day polar orbit.
A planned thruster firing in
August went awry. That
would have shrunk the orbit
down, with a second burn
bringing it closer to a
roughly circular orbit so
close that it would have
fried the imaging
instrument. The rest of the
instruments are buried in a
radiation-proof “vault”
deep within the probe.
Another attempt in October was thwarted by faulty helium valves, leading the team to skip a third attempt
in October at perijove.
By staying in the 53-day orbit, NASA says they’ll be able to get “bonus science” out of the mission,
including the effects of its powerful radiation belts moving outward from the planet. This will also allow the
team to perform an extended mission

What’s Up

SpaceX Moonshot

In the news
Elon Musk has announced that
SpaceX will fly people around the
Moon. Two wealthy individuals
have apparently lodged significant
deposits with his company to make
this journey.
That Mr Musk should announce his
intention to carry out a Moon loop
should not really be a surprise; such
a venture is on the natural path to
deep-space exploration and
colonisation - his stated end goals.
What does take the breath away is
the timeline.
He's talking about doing this
journey in late 2018, in hardware
that has not yet even flown.
The Falcon Heavy, the much bigger rocket that will be needed, should make its debut this summer.
The crew version of Dragon, with its all-important life-support equipment, is targeted to make its maiden voyage at the end
of 2017.This will be an unmanned test outing; the first flight to the ISS with people aboard is slated for the spring of 2018.
That does not leave much time to configure and adapt systems for the longer, more arduous Moon mission.
The Dragon may need to carry some extra propellants, oxygen, water, etc, to help sustain the required trajectory and the
passengers. Communications at a distance would also have to be considered.
The journey is likely to last at least 6 to 7 days and would be completed on autopilot!

What’s Up
Next Meeting

Thursday 6th
April
Professor Nigel Mason
Professor of Physics, Open University

The Chemical Cosmos - and the Origins of Life

