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THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH 

by Bob Dryden 

Mercury:  Currently on view in the morning sky, Mercury 

reaches Greatest Elongation on 16th October when it will be 

18° from the Sun and shining at 0.0 magnitude. It precedes the 

Sun by 90 minutes and reaches a height of 15° by sunrise, so 

the planet will be easy to see. 
 

Following greatest elongation however, Mercury quite rapidly 

moves back towards the Sun although it does get brighter. By 

1st November it has reached -1.0 magnitude and rises around 

an hour before the Sun. It will be hard to see by the end of the 

first week of November. Although it may be hard to see well, 

Mercury actually passes just a couple of degrees from the 

bright star Spica in the last few days of October. 
 

Venus: Also on view in the morning sky, Venus is difficult to 

miss shining at a very luminous -4.5 magnitude. On 26th 

October the planet will be 46° away from the Sun and will be 

at Greatest Western Elongation. Throughout this session Venus 

rises between 02.00 and 03.00 UT, which will be 

approximately 4 hours before the Sun, and it will achieve an 

altitude of 35° by sunrise. Currently in Leo, Venus enters 

Virgo on 3rd November.  
 

During late October and early November, Venus will be one of 

three planets that will occupy a small amount of sky together. 

Between 24th and 27th October Venus passes within 1° of 

Jupiter which will allow you to view both planets in the same 

telescopic field of view. The 28th October sees Venus midway 

between Jupiter and Mars. Then between 1st and 4th 

November Venus will be less than 1° from Mars. In addition, 

on 7th November the thin crescent Moon will join the three 

planets, and will be around 2° from Venus and Mars. 
 

Mars: The third planet this session to be visible in the morning 

sky. Presently crossing Leo, Mars moves in to Virgo on 2nd 

November. Shining at +1.7 magnitude, Mars rises at 

approximately 03.00 UT and is about 35° high at sunrise for 

most of this session. The telescopic views will not be very 

good yet as the Martian disc has an apparent size of just 4" 

making it very difficult to see any detail. 
 

As already mentioned, Mars is part of the triple planetary 

gathering in the eastern sky. It passes Jupiter (by less than half 

a degree) on 18th October and then Venus on 3rd November. 

Between 22nd and 31st October Venus, Mars, and Jupiter are 

within 5° of each other. 

 

Jupiter: Yet another of the major planets in the morning 

sky. Beaten only by Venus in brightness, Jupiter shines at 

-1.8 magnitude and is hard to miss in the eastern sky. 

Found in Leo, it rises 3 hours before the Sun in mid 

October and is 30° above the horizon by sunrise. By mid 

November it is 40° high by sunrise, rising a good 5 hours 

before the Sun. 
 

Jupiter passes Mars on the 18th October and Venus at the 

end of October. On the 7th November the crescent Moon 

is around 3° above Jupiter (with Mars and Venus slightly 

lower down) which will be a nice sight. 
 

Saturn: With solar conjunction at the end of November, 

Saturn is now too close to the Sun to be seen. 
 

Uranus & Neptune: At +5.7 magnitude in the 

constellation of Pisces, Uranus is easy to see in binoculars 

if you have a finder chart. As opposition occurs on 12th 

October, the planet is rising as the Sun sets and is visible 

for most of the night. It culminates at a height of 45° at 

midnight in mid-October and around 22.00 UT by mid-

November. 
 

Neptune is fainter (at +7.8 magnitude) and further west in 

Aquarius. In mid-October it is already 10° above the 

eastern horizon at sunset, culminates in the south at 21.00 

UT (at an altitude of 30°) and sets in the south west at 

02.00UT. By mid-November culmination has moved to 

19.00 UT and the planet is setting by midnight. 
 

Meteors:  There are two active meteor showers worth 

mentioning this session. The first can be seen between 

16th and 30th October and is called the Orionids. The 

maximum is spread over three days, 21st to 24th, with 

around 25 meteors an hour visible under perfect 

conditions. Viewing conditions are quite favourable with 

the waxing gibbous Moon either setting just after 

midnight, or being low in the west in the second half of 

the night. 
 

The second meteor shower is the Taurids, which is active 

between 20th October and 30th November. Although 

hourly rates are low (around 10 an hour at maximum), the 

meteors are often long and bright. There are two maxima, 

one on 5th November and the other on 12th November. 

The Moon will not be a problem for either of them. 
 

Occultations: On 29th October the +0.9 magnitude star 

Aldebaran is occulted by the Moon at 21.48 UT. It is quite 

rare for first magnitude stars to be occulted so do make the 

effort to see this event, especially as it happens in the 

evening rather than the early morning. The Moon will be 2 

days past Full, so very bright but, at most, you will only 

need binoculars to watch the occultation. The star then 

reappears at 22.46 UT. At disappearance, the Moon will 

be 28° high in the east, and 35° high by the time 

Aldebaran reappears. 
 

Slightly earlier in the evening, at 19.31 UT the +3.4 

magnitude star, θ2 Taurus reappears from behind the Moon 



followed at 19.31 UT by θ1 Taurus which is +3.8 magnitude. 

At this time the Moon will be much lower, around 8° altitude. 

You may need a small telescope to see these stars because the 

Moon is so bright. 
 

Asteroids:  Three asteroids above magnitude 9 are viewable 

this session. 4 Vesta is in the constellation of Cetus and fades 

from +6.4 magnitude to +7.1 magnitude by mid-November. 
 

Inside the Square of Pegasus you can find 15 Eunomia which 

also fades throughout the session going from +7.9 to +8.5 

magnitude. 
 

29 Amphitrite starts in Aries, but moves in to Pisces on 28th 

October. It starts at +8.7 magnitude but fades to +9.1 

magnitude by the end of this session. 
 

 

MOON PHASES: 

 
 

LAST MONTH’S TALK 
 

by Gwyneth Hueter 

 

September’s talk 

Samuel Henry is a researcher on the Universe’s matter and he 

is based at Oxford University. 

He started by asking why are we sure that dark matter actually 

exists? 

That was done by looking at the speed of rotation of spiral 

galaxy arms.  Their speed suggests they would reach escape 

velocity but some mass was holding them together.  There 

were also instances of gravitational lensing, where galaxies are 

in front of more distant galaxies but are so massive that the 

light of the galaxy behind is bent round.  The matter that is 

visible is in no way capable of bending light to such a degree. 

Dr Henry then described various fantastic dark matter 

detectors, LUX, CRESST and ATLAS – look them up!  Sad to 

say they have not detected anything.  They have to be situated 

away from cosmic ray bombardment, so most are underground.  

Most interesting is the detector situated in a cul-de-sac in a 

tunnel 10k in length, going through a mountain in Gran Sasso, 

Abruzzo. Italy. There are also some attempts to detect it, 

using an underground lab in Boulby, Yorkshire. 

No luck.  There were a few false alarms.  There is also the 

theory that dark matter may lose its energy by interacting 

with matter and may therefore be pulled into the centre of 

the Earth. 

Dr Henry hopes that we will be able to detect it in five 

years but he said the same, 15 years ago. 

 

NEW HORIZONS FINDS BLUE SKIES 
AND WATER ICE ON PLUTO 

Pluto's Blue Sky: Pluto's haze layer shows its blue 

colour in this picture taken by the New Horizons 

Ralph/Multispectral Visible Imaging Camera 

(MVIC). Credits: NASA/JHUAPL/SwRI 

The first colour images of Pluto’s atmospheric hazes, 

returned by NASA’s New Horizons spacecraft last 

week, reveal that the hazes are blue. 

“Who would have expected a blue sky in the Kuiper 

Belt? It’s gorgeous,” said Alan Stern, New Horizons 

principal investigator from Southwest Research Institute 

(SwRI), Boulder, Colorado. 

The haze particles themselves are likely gray or red, but 

the way they scatter blue light has gotten the attention of 

the New Horizons science team. “That striking blue tint 

tells us about the size and composition of the haze 

particles,” said science team researcher Carly Howett, 

also of SwRI. “A blue sky often results from scattering 

of sunlight by very small particles. On Earth, those 

particles are very tiny nitrogen molecules. On Pluto they 

appear to be larger — but still relatively small — soot-

like particles we call tholins.” 

Scientists believe the tholin particles form high in the 

atmosphere, where ultraviolet sunlight breaks apart and 

ionizes nitrogen and methane molecules and allows 



them to react with each other to form more and more 

complex negatively and positively charged ions. When they 

recombine, they form very complex macromolecules, a 

process first found to occur in the upper atmosphere of 

Saturn’s moon Titan. The more complex molecules continue 

to combine and grow until they become small particles; 

volatile gases condense and coat their surfaces with ice frost 

before they have time to fall through the atmosphere to the 

surface, where they add to Pluto’s red colouring. 

In a second major finding, New Horizons has detected 

numerous small, exposed regions of water ice on Pluto. The 

discovery was made from data collected by the Ralph 

spectral composition mapper on New Horizons.  

“Large expanses of Pluto don’t show exposed water ice,” 

said science team member Jason Cook, of SwRI, “because 

it’s apparently masked by other, more volatile ices across 

most of the planet. Understanding why water appears exactly 

where it does, and not in other places, is a challenge that we 

are digging into.”  

A curious aspect of the detection is that the areas showing 

the most obvious water ice spectral signatures correspond to 

areas that are bright red in recently released colour images. 

“I’m surprised that this water ice is so red,” says Silvia 

Protopapa, a science team member from the University of 

Maryland, College Park. “We don’t yet understand the 

relationship between water ice and the reddish tholin 

colorants on Pluto's surface.” 

The New Horizons spacecraft is currently 3.1 billion miles (5 

billion kilometres) from Earth, with all systems healthy and 

operating normally. 

New Horizons is part of NASA’s New Frontiers Program, 

managed by the agency’s Marshall Space Flight Center in 

Huntsville, Alabama. APL designed, built, and operates the 

New Horizons spacecraft and manages the mission for 

NASA’s Science Mission Directorate. SwRI leads the 

science mission, payload operations, and encounter science 

planning. 

Water Ice on Pluto: Regions with exposed water 

ice are highlighted in blue in this composite image 

from New Horizons' Ralph instrument. Credits: 

NASA/JHUAPL/SwRI 

 

FURTHER DISCUSSION 
 

Why not take a look at our website? It’s at: 

www.abingdonastro.org.uk . 
 

 

 

 

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/ . 

 
 

 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
 

26th Oct 8pm Beginners’ Meeting in the Main 

Hall 

 
 

Observing evening: Next Observing evening is 

the FCN Week Nov 2nd-4th at Frilford Heath 

Golf Driving Range. Keep an eye on the AAS 

group mailing list.  

 

 

 

The editor of “SpaceWatch” is Owen Brazell, who 

would very much appreciate your stories & 

contributions. In particular whilst many fine images 

are being posted on the discussion group it would be 

nice to have some in the SpaceWatch. Please send any 

news, observations, photos, etc. to:  
 

Mail: Owen Brazell, 15 Spinage Close, Faringdon, 

Oxfordshire Sn7 7BW 

E-mail: owen@online.rednet.co.uk 
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STAR CHART 

The night sky at 10 pm (BST) on Friday 16th Oct 2015 

 

 

 


