
The Spring Sky
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After 12 years of  wonderful seasonal sky reports by our
Dr. Whitney Shane, he has decided to turn the column over to
someone else.  As an active observer who is back in the area
again, I have decided to give it a try.  I think all members
should be sure to let Dr. Shane know how much you appreci-
ated his fine and informative work in this column.

The new column will be oriented to beginning, intermedi-
ate, and advanced observers among our many members.  My
aim is to provide information that will help our observers to
see some of  the more interesting objects in the sky each
season.

Fixed Stars
For observers using the naked eye, spring is the season to

observe the Zodiacal Light in the western sky after sunset
and the end of  evening twilight from a dark sky site. The
ecliptic rises almost vertically in the west after sunset, and the
zodiacal light is the glow from the interplanetary dust along
the plane of  the solar system.  It appears like a distended cone
of  the Milky Way, brightest near the horizon and shrinking to
a point about 30-40 degrees up, tilting at a slight angle to the
south.

For observers with binoculars, a fine open star cluster is
well placed in the evening sky at this time of  the year.  It is
M44, the Beehive. Mars will be traversing M44 on 22-24 May,
and it will be a spectacular show. (As you are watching this,
don’t forget the Phoenix Mars landing scheduled for 25 May.)

Observers with a good southern horizon will want to look
for the famous globular cluster known as Omega Centauri
(NGC 5139).  It barely clears the horizon here in central
California.  It is the biggest of  all globular clusters in our
galaxy. With its about 5 million solar masses, it is about 10
times as massive as other big globulars, and has about the
same mass as the smallest whole galaxies. Omega Centauri is
the brightest and most luminous globular in the Milky Way. In
fact, there is only one globular cluster in the entire Local
Group of  galaxies that is brighter, and that one is known as
globular ‘G1’ in the Andromeda Galaxy.  I will discuss how to
find it in the Fall Sky column.

Omega Centauri is on the meridian just a few degrees
above the southern horizon about midnight on 15 April, 10pm

on 15 May, and about 9pm on 1 June.  I have seen it from
Santa Cruz across Monterey Bay and from the top of  Fremont
Peak outside the 30" telescope operated by FPOA.  It should
be just as easy to view from all south facing beaches from
Monterey south and from places near Chews Ridge with very
low southern horizons.  It is spectacular from more southern
latitudes!

While you are poking around in the sky down there, please
note that the peculiar galaxy, NGC 5128, which contains the
radio source Centaurus A, is located just a few degrees north
of  Omega Centauri.

My favorite galaxy in the sky is M51, the famous ‘Whirl-
pool.’ This galaxy was the first one where the spiral structure
was discovered in spring 1845 by Lord Rosse, and is possibly
the easiest one in which average amateurs can see spiral
structure.  I have noted the spiral structure in a 4" refractor in
a very dark sky, and the wide spiral arms are generally seen
with an 8" or larger in dark skies.  It is spectacular in a large
Dobsonian of  18" or more.

Observers with telescopes know that spring is the time to
explore the famous Virgo Cluster of  galaxies.  It is a very rich
area worth wandering through.  There are about 50 galaxies
brighter than 12th magnitude that are visible in a 6" telescope.
Well known objects here are M104, the Sombrero Galaxy, and
the active elliptical galaxy M87.

Friends of  MIRA who have participated in MIRA’s total eclipse
trips, and many others, will remember Rod Norden. An avid observer, he
has taken on the job of  writing our seasonal sky feature. Our thanks to
Dr. Whitney Shane, who shouldered the burden from 1996 through
2007--Ed.

M51, the Whirpool Galaxy.
MIRA image.



In May 2001, I was able to spend a couple of  nights with
a group using the 82" Otto Struve Telescope at McDonald
Observatory in the Davis Mountains of  west Texas.  At 891x
with the 32mm wide-field ocular, we were able to see the jet
emanating from M87 and we were only able to see the center
of  M104 with its star-like nucleus just above its wide dark dust
lane.

Often called the Intergalactic Wanderer, the globular
cluster NGC 2419 in Lynx is a very unusual object and is well
placed in the March evening sky, about 7 degrees north of
Castor in Gemini.  What makes it so unusual is its distance
from the center of  the Milky Way, about 300,000 light years,
which is twice that of  the Large Magellanic Cloud.  Almost all
of  the known Milky Way globular clusters are less than 65,000
light years away.  NGC 2419 is an object well suited for
advanced observers since it appears as a 10th magnitude blob.
It should be visible in a 3" or 4" telescope, and an 11" should
begin to resolve its brighter stars, and some of  our members
with even larger Dobsonians will certainly enjoy the view.  It
was quite a sight in the old 36" Newtonian at Kitt Peak way
back in my college days.

Planets
Mercury is well placed for evening observation during

early May, with greatest eastern elongation occurring on 14
May.

Venus draws closer to the Sun in the morning sky and is
at superior conjunction on 9 June.  Of  special note is the fact
that Venus is actually occulted by the Sun on this date and it

marks the midpoint between the Transits of  8 June 2004 and 6
June 2012.

Earth has summer solstice occurring at 4:59pm PDT
(23:59UT) on 20 June.

Mars remains visible in the evening sky and moves
through the open cluster M44 on 22-24 May, which should
provide a great view in binoculars, but the planet is too far
away to allow much surface detail to be seen with amateur
telescopes.

Jupiter rises earlier each evening and becomes a bit larger
during the period, with opposition coming on 9 July.

Saturn remains visible in Leo most of  the night as it has
passed opposition in late February.  It is wise to check it often
during the period because the rings are becoming less and less
visible as we prepare to pass through the ring plane again in
2009 as we did in 1995-6.

Uranus and Neptune are low in the eastern sky before
dawn during the period.  They will be in their prime positions
in late summer.  The moon will occult Neptune about 2am on
23 June.

Pluto is at opposition on 20 June but is still only at 14th
magnitude in Sagittarius, a very crowded part of  the sky
indeed!

Meteor Showers
The maximum of  the Eta Aquarid meteor shower is

especially favorable this year since it occurs on the same day as
new moon on 5 May. The radiant rises about 2AM and is best
observed before dawn, and can produce 30 or more meteors
per hour at our latitude.  This shower is associated with
material ejected from Halley’s Comet, as are the Orionids of
October.

Comets
There are two comets visible during the period brighter

than 9th magnitude, but neither is easy to observe.  Comet
17/P Holmes starts the period with a total magnitude of  5
spread over more than one degree, so it is very hard to see.  A
new discovery, C/2007 W1 (Boattini), is predicted to rise from
11th to 8th magnitude as it moves through Hydra and neigh-
boring constellations roughly between Alpha Hydrae and
Corvus in the evening sky

It should be noted that 30 June is the 100th anniversary
of  the Tunguska impact event in Siberia that devastated
millions of  trees in a circular pattern outward from a central
swampy area.  Whether it was caused by a comet or meteoroid
is still the subject of  debate.

Eclipses
There will be no eclipses visible from Central California

this spring period.
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