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Last month an item just made it into Spacewatch about a 
new comet in the evening sky. “It will not get very high or 
be around for very long, but if there is a clear evening this 
week it may be worth a look”, we said.

Little did we know that Comet McNaught (C/2006 P1). 
was to become the brightest comet to be seen for over 40 
years. Many of you caught a glimpse of it before it headed 
south  and  disappeared  from  our  northern  skies.  In  the 
southern hemisphere it was, and still is, a spectacular sight 
just  after sunset.  In this issue,  former member Deborah 
Hambly,  now  living  in  New  Zealand,  sends  us  her 
impression of this spectacle.

AAS member Eric Cole took this photograph of Comet 
McNaught from Witney on 10th Jan before it headed south.

THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH

by Bob Dryden
After  all  the  unexpected  excitement  of  the  comet  last 
month,  you might  be forgiven for  thinking this  coming 
month will be quiet.   How wrong can you be? We not 

only have an occultation of the Pleiades,  but  there is  a 
grazing occultation of Saturn, plus a total eclipse of the 
Moon.

Occultations:  Before  we  get  onto  the  more  unusual 
occultations, first there is a ‘normal’ one on 20th February 
at  19.06  UT  when  the  4.6  magnitude  Delta  Pisces  is 
covered by the crescent Moon.  They will  be about 20 
degrees above the horizon toward the west.

The evening of 23rd February should be marked on your 
calendar as the evening the Moon covers the Pleiades.  To 
make it even better, the event occurs in the first part of the 
night, starting at about 22.50 UT.  Several of the brighter 
Pleiades are occulted, and the Moon is only a crescent so 
it will be easy to watch what is happening (unlike the last 
Pleiades occultation which occurred when the Moon was 
full).  This is a fairly rare event so you should have a look 
if it is clear.

While an occultation of the Pleiades is rare, much rarer 
still is a grazing occultation of Saturn. However, we have 
one  on  the  morning  of  2nd March.   The  hour  is  very 
unsociable but please make the effort to see it if you can 
as  it  is  rather  spectacular.  Your  position  on  Earth  is 
critical as to what will actually happen for you.  There is a 
fine line between Saturn missing the Moon altogether and 
being completely covered by it.   If you are in the right 
position,  Saturn  will  run  right  along  the  lunar  limb, 
passing in and out of the lunar mountains.  This is what a 
grazing occultation is. The grazing occultation path runs 
from Oxford to Reading so Abingdon is really close to the 
ideal point.  The Moon will be about 30 degrees high in 
the west.  Unfortunately, the event occurs from 02.45 to 
02.55 UT so you will  have to get up early (or stay up 
late), but it will be well worth making the effort.

Eclipse:  The other major event of this session is a total 
eclipse of the Moon which happens on the night of 3rd/4th 

March.  The  eclipse  actually  begins  on  the  Saturday 
evening  at  20.18  UT  as  the  Moon  starts  to  enter  the 
Earth’s penumbral shadow, but you will be hard pushed to 
notice  anything  until  the  umbral  shadow  is  reached  at 
21.30 UT. The full eclipse starts at 22.44 UT, mid eclipse 
at  23.20,  and  ends  at  23.57  UT.  The Moon leaves  the 
umbral shadow at 01.11 on the Sunday morning which is 
when  most  people  stop  watching  although  the  eclipse 
actually  ends  when  the  Moon  leaves  the  penumbral 
shadow at 02.23 UT. How dark the Moon will get, and 
what colour it  will  become,  nobody knows in advance. 
You will have to watch to find out.  It is possible though 
that the north pole of the Moon might remain fairly bright 
as the Moon is passing through the northern half of the 
umbral shadow, not the centre.  All  this occurs with the 
Moon rising in Leo so it is all easily visible from the UK. 
This is the only lunar eclipse of the year so another early 
morning session is a must if it is clear.



Venus:  It is difficult to miss Venus now as it is so bright 
in the south-west  as  it  goes  dark.  The planet  is  rapidly 
gaining height and by mid March doesn’t set until about 3 
hours  after  the  Sun.   The  phase  is  still  gibbous  as  the 
planet  is  on  the  far  side  of  the  Sun  from  us.  On  19th 

February the crescent Moon will be close by which will 
give a  nice photographic opportunity  as  well  as  a  very 
pretty sight.

Mercury:  Mercury is now moving back towards the Sun 
and you have about a week to catch it before it disappears. 
Inferior conjunction happens on 23rd February after which 
the planet reappears in the morning sky.  However, from 
the UK this is going to be a very poor apparition.

Saturn:  Now just past opposition, Saturn is on view from 
the moment it goes dark.  Still in Leo, and still just to the 
right of Regulus, Saturn is the brightest thing in that part 
of the sky – look towards the east as the Sun sets.  The 
rings are still nicely on view in any small telescope.

Mars & Jupiter:  Both these planets are only on view in 
the morning sky,  although Mars  is  still  a  very difficult 
object as it seems to want to stay close to the Sun for a bit 
longer.   Jupiter  is  in  Scorpius  so  remains  low  to  the 
horizon at best.

Mira:  I don’t often mention variable stars but perhaps the 
most  famous one apart from Algol,  is  Mira.   Officially 
known as Omicron Ceti, this is a long period variable that 
was  one  of  the  first  variable  stars  to  be  discovered. 
Occasionally, when it reaches maximum, it can be an easy 
naked eye object and this year is one of those years.  It has 
already reached 3rd magnitude and is probably going to get 
brighter  yet.  You will  need  to  look  towards  the  south- 
west as it gets dark, and use your planisphere to star hop 
to the right one.

MOON PHASES:

New: 17th Feb.; First Qtr: 24th Feb.; Full: 3rd Mar.; 
Last Qtr: 12th Mar.

LAST MONTH’S TALK

by Gwyneth Hueter

If you saw this month’s “Sky at Night” you will have seen 
the  latest  views  of  Mars,  showing new features  of  the 
landscape, indicating some kind of recent water flow or 
surface activity.

When Dr Stephen Lewis of the Open University gave his 
talk on “Weather, Climate and Climate change on Mars” 
his emphasis was more on how finding out about Mars 
will help us in our search for habitable planets outside our 
solar system.

By  examining  Mars,  its  atmosphere,  weather  systems, 
evidence of water flow and the composition of its rocks, 
we’ll be better prepared if (when!) we prepare to land on 
an alien planet.

Dr Lewis used a lot  of the information (as did Patrick) 
provided by the Spirit  and Opportunity Mars rovers. Of 
particular interest were Opportunity’s views of strata-like 
sediments and small blobs of haematite – a type of iron 
oxide, both being the results of episodic flooding.

The great temperature variations on Mars are not just due 
to the lack of a dense atmosphere. On Earth, the oceans 
keep the temperatures more stable.

Also intriguing was the fact that the size of the Martian 
weather systems turn out to be the same as the Earth’s, in 
spite of Mars being a lot smaller than the Earth.

A COMET DOWN UNDER

by former member Deborah Hambly in New Zealand

In early January, while I was completing the Maori star 
compass on the floor of the observatory,  reports started 
flooding in regarding an unexpectedly bright comet. The 
predictions for best viewing were to be the weekend of the 
19th –  21st January,  which  coincided  perfectly  with  the 
annual  astronomy  observing  weekend  near  stardate.  E-
mail  traffic  escalated  to  a  rampant  rate  on  our  New 
Zealand  listserv  from  locations  across  the  country 
bemoaning the bad weather,  while  occasional  observers 
would interject simply to write “We’ve just seen it”.

Comet McNaught with the author near Rotarua.

With all the reports flooding in  I felt obliged to look for 
the comet in the preceding week since my weather was 
co-operating. Although I had a fair idea that  a  daytime 
comet  wouldn’t  be  impressive,  I  understood  it  was 
probably a once in a lifetime experience.   I spent the days 
in the shade of various buildings, against fences, behind 
trees,  under  the  awnings,  inside  the  observatory 



(absolutely  ideal  for  blocking  out  the  light),  with  my 
binoculars glued on an area near the Sun.  Northland had 
perfectly clear  skies,  with the sun so bright  you had to 
wear sunglasses outside, even in the shade! I would look 
and look until  my eyes would well with tears from the 
brightness and then give up. Finally, while the Sun was 
setting behind our houses, I caught my first glimpse in my 
binoculars, and then picked it up naked eye. I saw it again 
at dusk for the next few nights, each time getting more 
impressive  as  the  contrast  improved  with  impending 
nightfall.

Friday  the  19th arrived  and  the  Stardate  conference 
opened.  We  had  a  lovely  introductory  session  about 
observing the moon and we finished the theory sessions 
early to go and look for the comet. We all assembled in 
groups and peered through our binoculars. I was surprised 
and thrilled to be the first person to pick up the comet at 
approximately 8:45. The Sun had just set and we found 
light  scattered  pinkish  clouds  to  be  very  useful  in 
explaining to each other its  location against the creamy 
and blue sunset hues. It was still on the limit of naked eye 
visibility; you had to know just where to look to pick it 
out.  The  telescopes  started  tracking  and  the  camera 
shutters  started  their  exposures.  There  must  have  been 
about 50 astrophotographers set up on a little hill on one 
side of the campground imaging Comet McNaught. The 
tail  was  perhaps  the  most  impressive  part  of  all.  That 
weekend it was continually compared to Comet West of 
1976,  (which  was  not  visible  from  the  Southern 
Hemisphere) because of its fan shape, a lovely display of 
synchrons emanating out  at  3  o’clock in  a  lovely arch, 
showing  the  comet’s  recent  path  rounding  the  sun.  It 
reminded me the most  of an aurora display without the 
colours, but with perfect permanence. We had one more 
cloudy night and one more clear night.

We watched and photographed the comet and during the 
day  watched  videos  which  had  been  made  from  the 
photographs.   Since  the  amazing  show  put  on  by  the 
comet the moon has made viewing harder and harder to 
the  point  of  giving  up.  However,  in  the  last  couple  of 
nights, with the moon rising at midnight, we have once 
again been blessed with the amazing sight of a naked eye 
comet, and its roughly 20 degree tail. I look forward to 
tracking  its  movement  over  the  next  few  months  up 
towards the Large and Small Magellanic Clouds and the 
South Celestial pole from where it will fade from view. 

Read more at http://www.skydome.org.nz. 

A GREAT BIG WRECK

by DrTony Phillips

People worry about asteroids.  Being hit by a space rock 
can really ruin your day. But that’s nothing.  How would 
you like to be hit by a whole galaxy?  

It could happen.  Astronomers have long known that the 
Andromeda  Galaxy  is  on  a  collision  course  with  the 
Milky Way.  In about 3 billion years, the two great star 
systems will crash together.  Earth will be in the middle of 
the biggest wreck in our part of the Universe.

Astronomer  John  Hibbard  isn’t  worried.   “Galaxy 
collisions aren’t so bad,” he says.  A typical spiral galaxy 
contains  a  hundred  billion  stars,  yet  when  two  such 
behemoths  run  into  each  other  “very  few stars  collide. 
The stars are like pinpricks  with lots of  space between 
them.  The chance of  a  direct  hit,  star  vs.  star,  is  very 
low.”

Hibbard  knows  because  he  studies  colliding  galaxies, 
particularly a nearby pair called the Antennae. “The two 
galaxies of the Antennae system are about the same size 
and type as Andromeda and the Milky Way.” He believes 
that the Antennae are giving us a preview of what’s going 
to happen to our own galaxy.

The Antennae get their name from two vast streamers of 
stars that resemble the feelers on top of an insect’s head. 
These  streamers,  called  “tidal  tails,”  are  created  by 
gravitational  forces  –  one galaxy pulling stars from the 
other.   The  tails  appear  to  be  scenes  of  incredible 
violence. 

But looks can be deceiving: “Actually, the tails are quiet 
places,” says Hibbard. “They’re the peaceful suburbs of 
the  Antennae.”  He  came  to  this  conclusion  using  data 
from GALEX, an ultraviolet space telescope launched by 
NASA in 2003.  

This GALEX UV image of the colliding Antennae 
Galaxies shows areas of active star formation, which is  

not in the tidal tails as one might expect.GALEX, an 
ultraviolet space telescope launched by NASA in 2003.

The true violence of colliding galaxies is star formation. 
While  individual  stars  rarely  collide,  vast  interstellar 
clouds of gas  do smash together.  These clouds collapse. 
Gravity  pulls  the  infalling  gas  into  denser  knots  until, 

http://www.skydome.org.nz/


finally, new stars are born.  Young stars are difficult to be 
around. They emit intensely unpleasant radiation and tend 
to “go supernova.”

GALEX can pinpoint hot young stars by the UV radiation 
they emit  and, in combination with other data, measure 
the rate of star birth.  “Surprisingly,” Hibbard says, “star 
formation  rates  are  low in  the  tidal  tails,  several  times 
lower than what we experience here in the Milky Way.” 
The merging cores of the Antennae, on the other hand, are 
sizzling with new stars, ready to explode.

So what should you do when your galaxy collides?  A tip 
from GALEX: head for the tails. 

To  see  more  GALEX  images,  visit 
www.galex.caltech.edu.  Kids can read about galaxies and 
how a telescope can be a time machine at
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators/galex_puzzles.pdf 

This article was provided by the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a 

contract with the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration.

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY

19th – 21st Feb 8pm. Observing evening at Britwell 
Salome.

26th Feb 8pm.  Beginners’  Meeting  in  the  Perry 
Room.

12th Mar. 8pm.  Speaker  Meeting:  Prof.  Mike 
Edmunds  (Cardiff  University)  and  Andrew 
Ramsey (AAS): “Antikythera Decoded”.

The editor of “SpaceWatch” is Andrew Ramsey, 
who would very much appreciate your stories & 
contributions. Please send any news, observations, 
photos, etc. to: 
Mail: A.T.Ramsey, 35 Cope Close, OXFORD, OX2 

9AJ.
E-mail: AbAstro@ATRamsey.com Phone: 01865 
245339

STAR CHART

The Night Sky at 9pm next Saturday (17th Feb.)

mailto:AbAstro@ATRamsey.com
http://spaceplace.nasa.gov/en/educators/galex_puzzles.pdf
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