
 

 The Night Sky in June, 2018 

 

June is not a good month for stargazing for many people since the sky never goes completely 

dark. The middle of the month will be the best time for observing since there will be a New 

Moon on June 13th and a Full Moon on June 28th. If you are a beginner, this is a very good time 

to learn to identify some of the brightest stars since they stand out against the light sky. There 

will also be some bright planets on display. This is illustrated in the sky chart below which 

shows the sky over our home in Oxfordshire at 23:55 on June 16th. You can see that the sky is 

still quite light, but you do have a lovely view of a thin crescent Moon with the bright planet 

Venus close by. They are both in the constellation of Cancer (which is an upside-down Y 

shape) and they are about to set in the west. 

 

To the right of these you can see the bright stars Castor and Pollux. These represent the heads 

of the heavenly twins in the constellation of Gemini. To the right of these is the top of the 

constellation of Auriga the Charioteer setting in the northwest. Its brightest star is Capella. To 

the left of the Moon is the constellation of Leo the Lion. The head of the lion is represented by 

the Sickle which is shaped like a backwards question mark. At the bottom of the sickle is 

Regulus which is the brightest star in Leo. You should be able to see all of these with the naked 

eye if you have reasonably clear skies. If not try looking with binoculars. 

 

 
 

The star chart below shows the sky to the south on the same date and time as the above chart. 

There you can see a bright display of planets and constellations which have all just risen. 

Saturn is close to the south easterly horizon in the constellation of Sagittarius. To the right of 

this you can see the head and claws of the constellation of Scorpius with its bright red star 

Antares (often mistaken for Mars). To the right of these is the planet Jupiter in the 

constellation of Libra. 

 



 
 

People sometimes ask me how much the sky changes with a change of location. In my 

Newsletters, I always show the night sky over our village, East Hanney in Oxfordshire. But 

what will the sky look like at the same time near Manchester for example? Our location here is 

51°38’N 1°23’W whereas Manchester is 53°28’N 2°14’W – that is Manchester is 

approximately 2° further north and1° further west than us. This means that objects in the sky 

will be in a slightly different position from here. But 1° of sky can be covered by the width of 

one finger so the difference is very small. 

 

We will be flying out to Chania in Crete on June 16th so what will the sky look like when we 

arrive there? The location of Chania is 35°30’N 24°02’E. This is approximately 16° further 

south and 25°further east from here. This means that we will be able to see much further down 

into the southern sky. Also, Crete is in a different time zone and is 2 hours ahead of BST and so 

the sky will be darker much earlier than in the UK. The star chart below shows the sky in the 

west over Chania at 23.55 (their time) on June 16th. You can see that the sky is very dark, and 

many more objects can be seen. Also, you can see that the constellation of Auriga has set, 

Castor and Pollux are just on the horizon, but the rest of Gemini has set. Venus and the Moon 

are about to set. Leo the Lion is visible and bright enough for some of the nearby Messier 

objects to be found in binoculars. 

 

 
 



The biggest difference in the sky will be seen when we look south as shown in the chart below. 

Saturn is much higher in the sky in Sagittarius and almost the entire constellation has risen. 

Many of the Messier objects in this region will be visible in our 15x70 binoculars. The whole of 

the constellation of Scorpius has risen and Jupiter is bright and visible in the constellation of 

Libra! 

 

 
 

I found it interesting to look at what our North American readers will see when it is 23:55 their 

time on June 16th. San Francisco has a latitude of 37° 47’N and a longitude of 122° 25’W and is 

7 hours behind GMT. Fort Lauderdale has a latitude of 26° 5’N and a longitude of 80° 10’W 

and is 4 hours behind GMT. If our readers in either of those locations look south, then they will 

see a sky almost identical to the sky we will see in Crete as shown in the above chart! You can 

see from this that it is your latitude (north/south location) that has the biggest effect on what 

you see in your night sky not your longitude. However, a few degrees of difference in latitude 

has very little effect. 

 

Now back to the UK. Jupiter is a bright evening object this month and the best time to see it in 

the UK is at 22.30 on June 1st when it will shine with a magnitude of -2.3 (remember that the 

more negative the magnitude, the brighter the object). It will remain in Libra shining at this 

magnitude until the end of June but will gradually disappear in the lighter evenings. Note that 

the Summer solstice occurs on June 21st this year. Nights will start to draw in after this! 

 

Most of the Astronomy magazines have chosen Saturn as the planet of the month. The best time 

to see it will be at 01:15 on June 27th when it reaches opposition. This means it is on the 

opposite side of the Earth from the Sun and will reflect the maximum amount of sunlight back 

to us. However, Saturn will not reach a high position in the sky from the UK. This means that 

we will look at it through a thick layer of atmosphere and the planet will be blurred because of 

this. Venus will continue to shine brightly at magnitude -3.9. It is the brightest object in the sky 

after the Sun and the Moon. Mars can be seen in the south in the constellation of Capricorn. 

The best time to see it is on June 30th at 03:00 BST. Unfortunately, it is low in the sky when 

viewed from the UK. 

 

If you look back at the first star chart above, you will see an object labelled Ceres close to the 

head of the lion in Leo. In the second star chart above, you can also see an object labelled Vesta 

just above Saturn. These are both asteroids which I don’t mention very often in my Newsletters 



since they are not bright objects. Ceres is named after the Roman goddess of agriculture and is 

the largest object in the asteroid belt which lies between Mars and Jupiter. Ceres is 587 miles 

(945 kms) in diameter and is one of the dwarf planets. Its magnitude varies between +6.7 and 

+9.3 depending on its position in its orbit. This means that it is too dim to see with the naked 

eye but you may be able to spot it in binoculars particularly if you have a pair of 15x70s. You 

should be able to find it in a small telescope. NASA’s Dawn spacecraft went into orbit around 

Ceres on 6th March 2015 and found it to have a rocky core and an icy mantle. Below is a false 

colour image of it showing a large icy crater called the Occator Crater. You can see from this 

image that Ceres is large enough to shape itself into a sphere under the influence of gravity. 

 

 
 

Vesta is named after the Roman goddess of home and hearth. It is the 2nd most massive object in 

the asteroid belt after Ceres. It is the brightest asteroid as seen from earth and can occasionally 

be seen with the naked eye under very dark skies. I have seen this tracking across my field of 

view in my 5inch reflector when I was out observing something else. The Dawn spacecraft 

went into orbit around it on 16th July 2011 and then went on to visit Ceres. The image below 

shows that Vesta is not large enough to shape itself into a sphere under the influence of gravity.  

 

 

 

Vesta is not classified as a dwarf planet– it is a minor planet instead!  The only organization 

allowed to define or name objects in space is the IAU (International Astronomical Union). It 

originally defined all bodies in orbit around the Sun as minor planets – that is if they weren’t 

planets. But as more objects were discovered the naming became more complicated. They went 

on to define dwarf planets as those objects in orbit around our Sun (or another star) large 

enough to shape themselves into a sphere. There are only five of these – Pluto, Ceres, Haumea, 

Makemake and Eris. All the rest are defined as minor planets but now the term “small solar 

system body (SSSB)” is preferred!! 



This discussion of asteroids leads on very nicely to a question I received from Robert, one of 

our readers. He says: “I am continuing to be intrigued with the current investigation into the 

possibilities of a 9th planet out there but within our solar system .... apparently so far away and 

on such an obscure orbit that nobody on earth has or can see or observe it. I find it strange that 

we seem able to send satellites on such long journeys outside our solar system but within our 

galaxy and send pictures back, and with the aid of Hubble and other telescopes take pictures of 

distant galaxies, yet these same observation techniques can't pick up a planet within our own 

solar system???” 

 

Here is our response: “The 9th planet is out in the Kuiper Belt which is way beyond Neptune. In 

fact, it is thought to be 20 times further away from the Sun than Neptune is. There are two 

reasons why they can't find it. The first is that the search area is very large. This is because the 

only reason they think it is there is because the orbits of smaller icy objects are being perturbed 

by something".  

 

The other reason is that it is not very bright. We can only see planets, moons and asteroids by 

reflected sunlight since they don't produce their own light. Out there in the Kuiper belt they 

can't reflect much sunlight. Distant galaxies on the other hand are made up of billions of  

suns/stars and so generate a lot of light. This is why Hubble can see them.” 

 

Thanks for your question Robert but note there is still a very strong campaign by planetary 

scientists to have Pluto restored to its true place as a planet! If this happens, then the unknown 

planet 9 will become the unknown planet 10!! There is never a dull moment in Astronomy! 

 

Now to the Southern Hemisphere! 



What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere? 

 

What will our readers in the southern hemisphere see at 23.55 their time on 16th June? The star 

chart below shows the sky high in the north over Sydney on this time and date. Sydney’s 

location is 33°52’S 151° 12’E and its time zone is 10 hours ahead of GMT. You can see in the 

chart that observers in Australia have the pleasure of seeing Jupiter, Saturn and Mars in the sky 

together. Jupiter is in the constellation of Libra, Saturn is in Sagittarius and Mars is in 

Capricorn. Around Saturn you can see all the beautiful Messier objects in that region of the 

sky. Above these you can see the complete constellation of Scorpius lying on its side. 

 

 
 

The star chart below shows the sky high in the southwest at the same time. You can see the 

Southern Cross with the pointer stars (alpha and beta Centauri) above it. To the right is 

M83, the Southern Pinwheel Galaxy which I described in detail in last month’s newsletter. 

Below that you can find M68 in Hydra and M104 in Virgo. M68 is a globular cluster 

discovered by Charles Messier in 1780. William Herschel described it as “a beautiful cluster of 

stars, extremely rich and so compressed that most of the stars are blended together. It is 33,000 

light years from earth and its diameter is 106 light years. It has a magnitude of +9.67 and can be 

found in a small telescopes. The image below was taken by the Hubble telescope. 

 

 
 

 



 
 

M104 is a spiral galaxy known as the sombrero galaxy since it looks very much like a 

Mexican hat as can be seen in the image below taken by the Hubble telescope. It has a very 

bright, large central bulge which is surrounded by a dark and very prominent dust lane. The 

galaxy is approximately 31 million light years away and has a diameter of 50,000 light years. It 

shines at an apparent magnitude of +8 and is easy to find in amateur telescopes. It is a very 

popular object for astro-photographers. 

 

 
 

Finally, you also can enjoy the beautiful sight of a brilliant Venus close to a thin crescent moon 

just after sunset. The star chart below shows the sky in the northwest at 18:10 on the 16th June. 

There you can see Venus and the Moon very close together.  Above them is Ceres close to the 

sickle, the head of Leo the Lion (upside down)! Note that you can also see Vesta which is to the 

left of Saturn and close to M23 in the first star chart above. You may also be able to spot the 

planet Mercury just after sunset but be careful to ensure that the sun has full set before looking 

in that direction. 

 



 
 

Finally, here is some interesting news from Australia sent by Arthur, one of our readers. 

 

“Greetings. Did you hear that Australia has broken the Guinness record for number of people 

stargazing at the one time? Brian Cox was here last week, and the ABC had a series over three 

nights. On Wednesday was the time for people to get out and look at the Moon through a 

telescope (or binoculars) for 10 minutes. Although the final number is still to be confirmed, 

apparently we had about 40,000 people.  

 

Details on the ABC website: http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-05-24/stargazing-world-record-

announcement/9797184” 
 

Thank you for that, Arthur. 

 

That’s all for now. Until next month, happy stargazing and dark skies!  

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 
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