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EDITORIAL 

Hopefully you all had a good Christmas/New Year break 
and maybe even got some astronomy in amongst the 
Christmas parties. I know the weather has not been good 
of late which is reflected by the lack of images I have had 
in from our imaging members to illustrate Spacewatch. 
Hopefully the weather will improve over the coming 
months. We have two outreach events coming up which 
we would like some help for. The first is the annual 
Oxford stargazing event on the 25th Jan for which I have 
a diary notice. If you feel you can help with this then 
please contact  Ian. I suspect I will be away in Devon 
watching clouds. The second is an early notification for 
the ATOM festival on Saturday the 14th Match in 
Abingdon town centre. I will put more information out 
about that in the February Spacewatch but if you think 
you might be free that day then again contact Ian or 
Chris. I should be around that day but it does clash with 
the BAA Deep Sky Section meeting in Sheffield. 
 

THE NIGHT SKY FOR JANUARY 2020 

By Steve Creasey & Cristina Garcia Pozuelo 
Sanchez 
 
Happy new year! 
So Christmas is over and the new decade has started, 
fingers crossed it brings us better luck with the weather! I 
hope Santa delivered lots of shiny new kit to you, along 
with the usual pants and perfume. 
Apart from the 10 nights I was in Phuket Thailand, the 
only clear nights I remember of December, also fell on 
nights where I had other arrangements. 
And the 10 clear nights in Thailand that I expected to be 
perfect with a view to the west out to sea, were also 
ruined by dozens of squid fishing boats lined up on the 
horizon, covered in green lights to attract the squid.  
 
Here’s to clearer skies for 2020 
 

The Planets  
 
Mercury - passes in front of the Sun (superior 
conjunction) on the 10th of January so will not be 
visible until the very end of the month.   Then, at 
magnitude -1.0,it will set about 70 minutes after the 
Sun and will have an elevation, low in the west 
south-west, of 9 degrees.   Binoculars may well be 
needed, but please do not use them until after the Sun 
has set. 
 
Venus - rises rapidly in the twilight sky this month.   
As January begins, it could be best seen, shining at 
magnitude -4, at about 5 pm having an elevation of 
11 degrees above the south-western horizon.   As the 
month progresses, remaining at magnitude -4, its 
elevation at sunset increases and will be best seen at 
about 6 pm having an elevation of 22 degrees.   
During the month its angular size increases from 13 
to 15 arc seconds but, at the same time, its phase (the 
percentage of the disk illuminated) decreases from 
82% to 74% and so the brightness remains constant. 
 
Mars - can be seen towards the southeast in the pre-
dawn sky at the start of the month.   It then rises 
some three hours before the Sun and will be best 
seen at around 7am having an elevation of 11 
degrees.  It will have a magnitude of +1.6 and a 4.3 
arc second, salmon-pink, disk.   By month's end it 
will be seen further round towards the south before 
dawn and its magnitude will have increased slightly 
to +1.4.    
 
Jupiter - passed behind the Sun on December 27th, 
2019 and will be lost in the Sun's glare in the early 
part of January.   But, by the middle of the month, it 
will become visible, shining at magnitude -1.9 in the 
pre-dawn sky and, by month's end, will rise about an 
hour before the Sun.   A low eastern horizon will be 
needed and our views of the giant planet and its 
Gallilean moons will be hindered by the depth of 
atmosphere through which it will be observed. 
 
Saturn – passes directly behind the Sun on the 13th 
of January so cannot be seen until the very end of the 
month.   Then, equipped with binoculars and a very 
low eastern horizon, it might be glimpsed at 
magnitude 0.6 in the pre-dawn sky as it rises about 
40 minutes before the Sun - but please do not use 
binoculars after the Sun has risen. 
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Uranus – is an evening planet, which appears well 
positioned at the start of January, reaching its highest 
point in the sky, due south, early evening, around 19:30 
UT. By the end of the month it will be slightly to the 
west of south as darkness falls. 

At mag. +5.8, in theory at least it should be possible to 
see Uranus with the naked eye. You’ll need a good, dark 
sky to do this. 

 

Neptune -Lying 46˚ further to the west than Uranus, 
Neptune’s position in the January sky deteriorates. 
Where Uranus appears at its highest point due south in 
darkness at the month’s start, Neptune is to the west of 
south. 

By the end of the month, mag. +7.9 Neptune is just 12˚ 
up above the west-southwest horizon as true darkness 
falls. A meeting between Venus and Neptune on the 27th 
sees both planets separated by just 4 arcminutes. You’ll 
need a scope, binoculars, or a camera to see this. 

Meteor showers  

Quadrantids 

While they have the potential to rival rates of the August 
Perseids or the December Geminids, the Quadrantids are 
often overlooked since the peak activity occurs within a 
four-hour window centred on a short, sharp maximum. 
The International Meteor Organisation (IMO) predicts 
that the shower will peak at 8h UT (8am GMT) on 
Saturday, 4 January 2020. If this holds true it favours 
North American observers around local midnight, or 
Western European skywatchers at astronomical dawn. 

The Quadrantid radiant is circumpolar for temperate 
northern latitudes such as the British Isles, which means 
that it doesn’t set. While this means that you can see 
Quadrantids at any time of night in the first few days of 
January, recall that the period of peak intensity is brief. 
Observers in the British Isles should make the most of 
any clear skies from 12am on 4 January, but particularly 
between 6am and the first light of nautical dawn around 
7am GMT, directing their attention towards the eastern 
sky. 

Faint Quadrantids are the most plentiful, so to maximise 
your chances you should find a safe location that is as far 
removed from streetlights and other sources of light 
pollution as you can and allow 20 minutes for your eyes 
to become fully dark adapted. The 8-day-old waxing 
gibbous Moon sets around 1am GMT on 4 January, so 
moonlight won’t be an issue. 

 

 

Comets 
 
One wildcard worth watching out for is period comet 
289P/Blanpain. This comet was discovered by 
French astronomer Jean-Jacques Blanpain from the 
Marseille Observatory two centuries ago, on the 
night of November 28th, 1819. The comet was lost 
on subsequent passages through the 19th and 20th 
century, earning it a ‘D’ (think ‘deceased’) 
designation until its recovery as asteroid WY25 in 
2003. Further observations cinched its cometary 
nature due to the faint coma it displayed. 
Orbiting the Sun once every 5.2 years, Blanpain will 
only be of interest if it produces another outburst. 
Blanpain reaches perihelion 0.891 Astronomical 
Units (1 AU equals 93 million miles) from the Sun 
on December 20th when it’s 0.18 AU from Earth, 
and is favorable through early January as it races 
northward through the constellations Pegasus, 
Andromeda and Cassiopeia. 
The comet is also the source of the faint Phoenicid 
meteor shower, which produced an outburst in 2019. 
Comet Blanpain passes 0.09 AU from Earth on 
January 11th, 2020, one of its closest passes for the 
21st century. Currently, Blanpain is only at +18 
magnitude, and expected to only reach a faint +15th 
magnitude. If, however, it pulls off another powerful 
nine magnitude outburst at just the right time post-
perihelion, things could get interesting. 
 
Comet C/2017?T2 PanSTARRS is still the brightest 
comet around and maybe the brightest comet this 
year. It is currently around 9.5 magnitude and 
moving through Perseus. 
 
Deep Sky Objects 
 
January deep sky targets 
 
NGC2169, The 37 Cluster, an Open Cluster in the 
constellation of Orion 
NGC2264, The Christmas tree cluster, an Open 
Cluster in the constellation of Monoceros 
NGC2099, M37, The January salt and pepper cluster, 
OC in Auriga 
IC348, an OC with nebulosity in Perseus  
NGC1960, M36, The Pinwheel Cluster, an OC in 
Auriga 
NGC2323, M50, The Heart Shaped Cluster, an OC 
in Monoceros 
NGC 2841, Tigers Eye Galaxy, an un barred spiral 
Galaxy in Ursa Major 
IC 342, an intermediate spiral Galaxy in 
Camelopardalis 
IC 2149, a Planetary Nebula, in Auriga  
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NGC 2419, The Intergalactic Wanderer, one of our most 
distant Globular Clusters, at around 300,000 light years, 
in the constellation of Lynx 
 

LAST MONTHS TALK 
 
2019 December’s talk 
 
Spoiler alert on this one - there were a lot of numbers and 
abbreviations in this one but we do have a book on the 
subject in our library! 
 
Our speaker was the enthusiastic Jonathan Gale of 
Wiltshire Astro Society and a member of the Webb 
Society Committee.  His talk: ‘Observing the Herschel 
400’ 
His passion for deep sky observing began in 2006 and he 
still uses a Dobsonian.He told us of how the Herschel 
400 started with the ‘Ancient City Astronomy Club’ in 
Florida.  They chose the best objects from the 
observations recorded by the two original Herschels, 
William and Caroline, and their son John.  They also 
include Messier objects and some listed in the Caldwell 
list.  William was introduced to the Messier catalogue via 
a William Watson, who gave it to him in 1775 and his 
first observation was M5.  Jonathan recounts how 
Herschel conducted deep sky searches with meticulous 
sweeps of narrow strips of the sky 30º horizontally, 
taking up to five minutes at a time.  By April of 1785 he 
and Caroline had gathered 1,000 entries.  He eventually 
ended up with 2,508 entries. 
Please do look at the introduction to our book ‘The 
Cambridge Atlas of Herschel Objects’ (James Mullaney 
and Wil Tirion.  Thanks for donating it, Owen.)  You will 
see how devoted the Herschels were to their astronomy.  
(Remember Caroline being the first woman to discover a 
comet, and then finding seven more.  The lovely open 
cluster 7789 in Cassiopeia is called Caroline’s Cluster in 
her honour.)  The book also has excellent star charts. 
When young John came up and took the reins, he added 
many more observations, many of which were made 
when he spent his four years observing from Cape Town, 
South Africa.  These, William’s and Caroline’s 
observations gave a total number of 5,079 and became 
the General catalogue of 1864.  These formed the basis 
of the NGC of JLE Dreyer (1888) and the IC 
supplements of 1895 and 1907.  (New General 
Catalogue, Index Catalogues.) William Herschel divided 
his observations into eight classes.  The first five relate to 
nebulae and the last three refer to different kinds of star 
clusters. 
 
We come nearer to home and the Florida Ancient City 
Astro Club’s Herschel 400 choices.  The above-
mentioned James Mullaney (also of ‘Turn Left at Orion’ 

Fame) had gleaned 615 of the best objects from the 
5,079 by 1976.  The Florida club final choices were 
based on variety, and that they would be observable 
with 6” and 8” telescopes.  They include 338 from 
the NGC, 44 Caldwell (sorry Owen) and 17 Messier 
objects.  If you go for them, a third should be easy.  
The galaxies should all be visible from our latitude.  
There are 231 galaxies, 34 globulars, 6 nebulae and 
24 planetaries.  There are 105 open clusters and 
clusters with nebulosity. 
Jonathan finished by running through lots of his 
favourites, far too numerous to list here.  He also 
emphasised how important it is to train your eyes and 
brain to see. 
He mentioned a few names worth looking up.  Alvin 
Huey’s faint fuzzies website gives a lot of 
information on eyepieces and filters.  He is clearly a 
light bucket fan. 
Bob Vickers’ night sky naturalist website is also 
worth dipping into.  He has sketches of the Herschel 
400 available to see.  
 
DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
Next Beginners meeting is Monday 20th 
January at the usual venue. Talks will include 
M42, Finderscopes and Planetary seasons, 
although talks subject to change. 
 
Observing evening: Observing evening:  
Observing evening:  The next observing session 
will be on the FCN 27th Jan - 29th Jan at 
Frilford Heath Tubney Golf driving range, 
note that this is a new location and maps will 
be on the website. As always go/no go notes will 
be posted on the newsgroup as well as the 
Facebook page so please look there for more 
info or contact Steve Creasey for details 
 
 
Oxford Stargazing event. Denys Wilkinson 
building. 25th Jan 2020. Details at 
https://www2.physics.ox.ac.uk/events/2020/01/2
5/stargazing-oxford-2020 . We will be having a 
stand here and if clear running telescopes. If 
you can help out at all then please contact Ian 
Smith. 
 
Astrofest 2020 30th Jan, 1st Feb Kensington 
Town Hall. Details at 
https://europeanastrofest.com/ 
 
ATOM Science festival. Abingdon Town 
Centre Saturday 14th March 2020 
 

https://www2.physics.ox.ac.uk/events/2020/01/25/stargazing-oxford-2020
https://www2.physics.ox.ac.uk/events/2020/01/25/stargazing-oxford-2020
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STAR CHART 
The night sky at 21:00 (GMT) Wednesday 15th January 2020 
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