
 
 

 

13th February 2012 

Dr Malcolm Coe 
(University of Southampton) 

‘Tides in the Magellanic Clouds’ 
 
Well we can’t complain about not having clear skies last 
month, can we? It must have been something of a record. Mind 
you it wasn’t half cold to be standing outside for a long time. 
 

THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH 

by Bob Dryden 
 
Mercury:   Following last month’s no-show, Mercury makes 
amends this time by having its best evening apparition of the 
year.  It should be visible from about the 3rd week of February 
when it will shine at magnitude -1.2 low in the west. It will be 
just 10° high at sunset so you will have to start looking quite 
quickly after the Sun disappears.  Greatest elongation occurs 
on 5th March (at 18°) and whilst Mercury will be a bit fainter at 
magnitude -0.5, it will be higher up, appearing ~16° above the 
south-western horizon at sunset, and not setting for another 90 
minutes.  Once past greatest elongation, the planet falls back 
towards the Sun quite quickly. However, by March 12th it will 
still take nearly an hour before it follows the Sun below the 
horizon and it will then be shining at a bright magnitude -1.9 
so you should be able to find it quite easily.  On the evening of 
22nd February there will be a nice crescent Moon just to the 
right of Mercury although you will only have about 30 minutes 
to see this before they set. 
 
Venus:  Now very obvious in the south western evening sky, 
Venus is gaining height nicely. In mid-February the planet is 
~35° high at sunset and by mid-March this has increased to 40° 
and by then it takes nearly 4 hours to reach the horizon once 
the Sun has set.  The elongation from the Sun continues to 
increase, reaching 45° in mid-March.  Equally, the apparent 
size of the disc is also increasing, becoming a decent 20″.  This 
means you only need a small telescope to see the Venusian 
phase, which decreases to 0.6% by March.  On 23rd February 
Venus passes just 34' south of the magnitude 4.3 star epsilon 
Pisces.  Two nights later, on the 25th February, there will be a 
crescent Moon quite close to Venus which should be a nice 
sight.  As the next couple of weeks’ progress you will notice 
that the gap between Venus and Jupiter is decreasing. They are 
due to have their closest approach to each other on 14th March.  
By 12th March they are quite close together and should be a 
magnificent sight.  Not only will these two very bright beacons 
be blazing away next to each other, but Mercury will be visible 
below them (but quite some way below them). 
 
Mars:   Mars finally reaches opposition on 3rd March and will 
shine at a very decent magnitude -1.2 so you will have no 
trouble finding it as it crosses Leo.  As it is at opposition, this 
means as the Sun sets in the west Mars rises in the east and 

will be visible for all of the night.  However before you 
turn your telescope on to the red planet it’s best to let it 
rise well above the horizon to get the best telescopic 
views.  With an apparent diameter just a fraction under 
14″, and with steady seeing, you will be able to see quite a 
bit of surface detail along with the north polar cap.  By the 
second week of March Mars will be close to the well- 
known galaxies M95 and M96.  Later in the month the 
planet will be among them which could be interesting.  On 
the night of 7th March the Full Moon will be a few degrees 
to the right of Mars.  Mars moves quite rapidly across the 
sky so these good observing conditions will not last more 
than a few weeks so make sure you make the most of any 
clear skies. 
 
Jupiter:   We are doing very well this session for bright 
planets for along with Venus and Mars, we also have 
Jupiter shining away in the evening sky.  At magnitude -
2.2, it is the very bright ‘star’ high up in Aries.  In mid- 
February Jupiter is 50° high at sunset. By mid-March this 
has decreases to 35° but as it still takes nearly 4 hour for 
the planet to reach the horizon you still have plenty of 
time to have a look at it.  On the 26th February there is a 
waxing crescent Moon close to Jupiter and Venus will be 
a few degrees below the pair. 
 
Saturn:  While technically Saturn does rise before 
midnight now, it is still very low so the best time to make 
observations is in the early hours.  By mid-March, the 
planet appears around 21.00UT but does not reach 
culmination in the south until 02.00 UT.  Shining at 
magnitude +0.5, just to the right of the first magnitude star 
Spica, Saturn will be easy to see.  The rings are at an angle 
of 15° so will also be easy to see if you have a telescope.  
On 10th March there is a nice triangle made up of Saturn, 
Spica, and the Full Moon. 
 
Uranus + Neptune:  Neptune is in conjunction with the 
Sun on 19th February so is not visible this session.  Uranus 
is also fast approaching conjunction (25th March) so will 
only be visible until the end of February. As it is only 
magnitude +5.7 and it will be low in the sky, you may 
well need a telescope, rather than the usual binoculars, to 
find it. 
 
Occultations:  Yet again, Alpha cancer is occulted by the 
Moon. On 5th March you will be able to watch the 
magnitude 4.3 star disappear behind the dark limb of the 
Moon (rather than reappear like it did last session).  
Equally, this time the event occurs at a slightly more 
sociable time of 23.23UT. The Moon will be ~45° high in 
the south west. 
 
Asteroids:  The same two asteroids I mentioned in the last 
Spacewatch are also on view this time. 
 



5 Astraea continues to brighten, reaching magnitude +9.0 by 
mid-March. This is the brightest it is going to get this 
apparition.  You will need to look around the Virgo/Leo border 
to find it. 
 
In Taurus you can find our second asteroid, 15 Eunomia.  This 
one is fading however, going from magnitude +9.6 in February 
to magnitude +10.0 in March. 
 
Comets:  Our old friend comet 2009 P1 Garradd continues to 
be on view.  It reaches its peak brightness around 23rd February 
when it might just reach magnitude +6.9. The comet will have 
reached  Draco by then and crosses into Ursa Minor on 1st 
March so it will be visible all night (you will certainly not see 
it at its best though when it is in the north as that will be its 
lowest altitude in the sky). Later, on 10th March Garradd 
crosses back into a different part of Draco.  Hopefully the 
comet will be quite easy to see in binoculars so try and make 
the effort to find it as binocular comets are not that common. 
 
Algol:   Minima of the variable star Algol occur on 15th 
February at 0.6UT, 17th at 21.4UT, 6th march at 2.3UT, 8th at 
23.1UT, & 11th March 19.9UT.  If you watch the star for a few 
hours either side of these times you will see it fade, and then 
brighten again to its original magnitude. 
 

MOON PHASES: 

Last Qtr: 14th Feb.; New: 21st Feb.; First Qtr: 1st Mar.; Full: 8th 
Mar. 
 

LAST MEETING’S TALK 

 by Gwyneth Hueter 
 

Prof Ian Morison is well-known in the world of Astronomy, 
and what an honour to have him come to speak to us.  Us! 
 
He is based at Jodrell Bank in Cheshire but is also one of the 
Gresham College astronomers.  (Do look at the Gresham 
College website for (free) public talks, past and present.  This 
talk is also on there: http://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-
events/to-infinity-and-beyond . 
 
His talk was basically on how our understanding of the 
universe has changed since Einstein sprang his theory of 
relativity on us.  He spoke with the enthusiasm of an amateur, 
even though he is a professional who knows what he is talking 
about! 
 
At the time of Einstein we did not realise that the Milky Way 
was one of many galaxies. 
 
Thanks to Henrietta Levitt’s work on Cepheid variables we 
found out that galaxies were like our Milky Way because they 
had variables but they were just a lot further away (period-
luminosity relationship). 
 
Points to ponder: 
 
John Wheeler proposed the existence of black holes. 
 

Light can’t travel faster than light but material things may 
be moved apart faster than the speed of light because of 
the expansion of space (like currants, in a bun expanding 
as it is baked.) 
 
When Fred Hoyle supported the steady state theory the 
age of the universe could only be calculated to be about 
1.3 billion years but he said the Earth is older than this and 
some stars are much older.  He and his supporters 
proposed that hydrogen was being formed between the 
galaxies and creating new matter.  
 
The discovery of the cosmic microwave background laid 
that theory to rest. The COBE satellite observed the CMB 
background (2.73 kelvin) in 1992, residual signature of the 
big bang. 
 
The Jodrell Bank radio telescope observed far-red-shifted 
galaxies, thanks to gravitational lensing, and the age of the 
universe is now thought to be nearly 14 billion years, and 
some stars may be 12 billion years old. 
 
Alan Guth gave us the inflationary universe – where the 
universe suddenly expanded rapidly very early on in its 
life. 
 
Normal matter in the universe is only about 4% of the 
universe.  Dark matter (23%) and dark energy (73%) are 
what make up the other 96%. 
 
In 100 billion years the universe will appear very dark 
because most galaxies will be so far away. 
 

 
 

THE NERDIEST VIDEO GAME EVER 

by Dr Tony Phillips 
 

NASA has a job opening. Wanted: People of all ages to 
sort, stack, and catalogue terabytes of simulated data from 
a satellite that launches in 2015. Agile thumbs required. 

Sorting terabytes of data? It’s more fun than it sounds. 

In fact it’s a game: Satellite Insight. The Space Place 
Team at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory created the 
entertaining app for iPhones to get the word out about 
GOES-R, an advanced Earth science satellite built by 
NOAA and NASA. 

Described by the Los Angeles Times as possibly “the 
nerdiest game ever,” Satellite Insight may be downloaded 
for free from Apple’s app store. Be careful, though, once 
you start playing it’s hard to stop. Some reviewers have 
likened it to Tetris, one of the most popular video games 
of all time. 

GOES, short for “Geostationary Operational 
Environmental Satellite,” is the workhorse spacecraft for 
weather forecasters. NOAA operates two (at a time) in 



geosynchronous orbit, one above the west coast of N. America 
and one above the east coast. They monitor clouds, wind, rain, 
hurricanes, tornadoes and even solar flares.  The GOES 
program has been in action since 1975. 

 

New iPhone game is first NOAA app and only the second 
NASA game app. Just as with the real GOES-R, the challenge 
with Satellite Insight is to keep up with the massive influx of 

weather and other environmental data. 
 

GOES-R is the next-generation satellite with advanced 
technologies far beyond those of the older GOES satellites. It 
has sensors for lightning detection, wildfire mapping, storm 
tracking, search and rescue, solar imaging, and more. Many of 
the sensors are trailblazers. For example, the Advanced 
Baseline Imager has 60 times the capability of the current 
imager—16 channels instead of 5. It has twice the spatial 
resolution and five times the temporal refresh rate, including 
the 30-second imaging of weather systems over a region of 
1000 km x 1000 km. Also, the Geostationary Lightning 
Mapper can count and pinpoint lightning bolts over the 
Americas 24/7. It’s the first such detector to fly on a 
geosynchronous satellite, and it could lead to transformative 
advances in severe storm warning capability.  

All in all, GOES-R represents a “huge technological leap from 
the current GOES.” We know this because Satellite Insight 
tells us so. The app has an informative “Learn More” feature 
where players can find out about the satellite and the data they 
have been sorting. 

Which brings us back to sorting data. It’s a bit like eating 
Cheerios; just don’t tell the kids it’s nutritious, and they love it. 
Helping GOES-R gather and stash data from all those 
advanced sensors is just as satisfying, too—a dose of Earth 
science wrapped in thumb-flying fun.  

More information about Satellite Insight may be found on the 
web at http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/satellite-
insight/id463588902?mt=8. The game also available in web 
form (flying thumbs optional) at spaceplace.nasa.gov/satellite-
insight. 

This article was provided courtesy of the Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, California Institute of Technology, under a 
contract with the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration. 
 

FURTHER DISCUSSION 
 
If you are not already on our internet mailing list, then 
why not log on to YahooGroups. The list is called 
'abingdonas'. Members use the list to alert each other 
about celestial events and to chat about amateur 
astronomy. The list is quite active, with several 
messages most weeks. To read through previous 
messages click on: 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
 

To join the abingdonas list, please go to 
http://www.yahoogroups.com . You can also 
unsubscribe from the list here. 
 

To post messages to the list, please send them to 
abingdonas@yahoogroups.com . Please note that you 
will need to sign up with a YahooID if you do not 
already have one. You can do this on the above page. 
 

Further information about the mailing list can be found 
on the abingdonas webpage at : 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
Further discussion on astronomy and many other topics 
takes place at the Spread Eagle pub in Northcourt Road 
after the main meetings. You are most welcome to join 
us. 
 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
 

20th Feb. – 22nd Feb. (FCN) 8pm Observing 
Evening at Britwell Salome. Ring Ian on the night 
to confirm on 07557 373401. [FCN=first clear night] 
 

27th Feb. 8pm Beginners’ Meeting in the Perry 
Room. 
 

12th Mar.  8pm Speaker Meeting: Mark Radice 
(Salisbury Plain Observing Group) ‘Lunar 
Observing’. 
 

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, 28 Raymund Road, 
                                 OXFORD, OX3 0SW. 
E-mail: AbAstro@ATRamsey.com 
Phone: 01865 426269 / 07808 706144 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

STAR CHART 
 

 

 
The Night Sky at 9pm (GMT) next Saturday (18th Feb.) 

 
At the moment there is a great line up of planets after sunset. Brilliant Venus is first to set, followed an hour or two 
later by Jupiter in Virgo. Further east in Leo is Mars. 
 
Orion still dominates the southern sky at this time of year. Follow Orion’s belt upwards and to the right to find the 
Pleiades or “Seven Sisters”, the other side of red Aldebaran, the eye of the bull, Taurus. Down and to the left of the 
belt is brilliant Sirius, the brightest star in the sky after the Sun. Up and to the left you will find the Twins in Gemini, 
Castor and Pollux, and beyond them the backwards question mark of Leo. Almost overhead is Capella in Auriga, the 
charioteer. 


