The Night Sky in February, 2019
I hope many of you managed to get a look at the “super, wolf, blood Moon” on January 21st! No
luck here I am afraid. We had cloud and fog most of the night. Fortunately, one of our readers
has sent in the two lovely images below. The first shows the blood Moon over Goonhilly in
Cornwall. This appeared on a Cornish website. He also sent the second image which is a larger
view of the blood Moon. Thank you, Alan!

On February 1st, the Sun will rise at 07:56 and set at 16:52 GMT. By the end of the month it
will be rising at 06:54 and setting at 17:51 GMT! We will soon be able to enjoy almost 11 hr
days! There will be a new Moon on February 4th and a full Moon on February 19th. On the 19th
the Moon will be at perigee, that is it will be at its closest to Earth. In fact, it will be the largest
full Moon of 2019. The Moon’s orbit is elliptical, so it is sometimes closer to us than at other
times. The orbit is also tilted at an angle to the Earth which means that the Sun, Earth and Moon
are not always aligned. That is why we don’t get a total eclipse of the Moon at every full Moon.
At perigee it is approximately 362,600km away and when at its furthest from Earth, at apogee,
it is 405,400km away.
If you are happy to get up in the early hours, then it is a great month for planets! The star chart
below shows the sky over Oxfordshire in the southeast and south at 07:00 on February1st. You
can see that Jupiter, Venus, a thin crescent Moon and Saturn are visible in a line low down
on the horizon. Pluto is there as well but you will need a telescope to see this. The others can be
seen with the naked eye except for Saturn which may need binoculars to see. If the sky is clear
this will be a glorious sight. To the right of Jupiter, you can see the constellation of Scorpius
with its bright red star Antares. Jupiter will be shining at a magnitude of -1.88, Venus at -4.25,
the Moon at -10.29, Saturn at 17.06, and Pluto at 14.35. Newcomers to this newsletter may not
know that magnitude is a measure of how bright an object is shining. The lower the magnitude,
the brighter the object is. Objects with negative magnitude are very bright. You can see from the
above that the Moon is by far the brightest even though it is almost new. When it is full it
typically shines at a magnitude of -12.94. Venus is the brightest planet, followed by Jupiter.

Saturn and Pluto are very dim. Unfortunately, the planets are low on the horizon so you will
need an open aspect to the south in order to view them at their best.

You may be interested to watch how the planets move throughout the month. If you have been
reading this newsletter for a long time, you will know that the path that these heavenly bodies
follow across our sky is known as the ecliptic. The Sun and planets will rise in the east, follow
the ecliptic across the sky through to the south and then set in the west. This applies only to the
bodies in our solar system. The Moon’s motion is slightly more complicated since it is in orbit
around Earth. It will rise in a different position each time but, once risen, it will follow the
ecliptic and set in the west. The motion of the stars is different since they are not in our solar
system. Because the Earth spins on its axis from west to east, the stars will rise in the east and
set in the west, but they are in different positions in the sky and not all on the ecliptic.
The above describes the way the planets move throughout the night, but this is different from
the way planets move from night to night. They usually move east against the backdrop of stars.
If you take note of how Jupiter, Venus and Saturn move as the month progresses, they will be
slightly further east each night. This can be seen in the image below which shows the sky at
07:00 in the southeast on February 2nd. Note that Saturn has a close encounter with the Moon
that night – that is it is in conjunction with it.

On February 19th, the Moon is at perigee and the best time to see it will be around 06:00 as
shown below. The Moon can be seen in the west in the constellation of Leo the Lion. Note that
the head of the lion is shown by a backwards question mark and is known as the sickle. To the
right of this you can see the Y-shaped constellation of Cancer setting. To the right of that you
can just see the stars Castor and Pollux, which are the heads of the heavenly twins in Gemini.

On the 19th you will also be able to see Mars in the constellation of Pisces. This is shown in the
star chart below which shows the sky in the southwest at 20:00. You can see that below Mars is
Uranus which is shining at magnitude +1.9. If you have clear, dark skies then you should be
able to see these two planets with the naked eye, but if not, you should be able to find Uranus in
binoculars. Note that to the right of these you can find the Andromeda galaxy and below that
the Great Square of Pegasus which is just setting in the west.

I am going to finish this section of the newsletter with something new. Every month in the Sky
at Night magazine, Stephen Tonkin describes a binocular tour. I know that several of you use
binoculars. Some have bought the Celestron Skymaster 15x70 binoculars that I recommend. If
you don’t have these, you can still do the tour with an everyday pair of 10x50 binoculars.
Stephen has 6 objects in his tour, but I will mention just 4 of them. The star chart below shows
the sky in the south at 20:00 on February 23rd. I have chosen this date because the Moon isn’t in
the sky to spoil the view. There should be several constellations you recognise, particularly
Orion on the right. Put your binoculars on Betelgeuse and scan about 10° to the left of it. Note
that the distance covered by a clenched fist held out at arm’s length against the sky is

approximately 10°. There you should find NGC 2264 known as the Christmas Tree Cluster.
This is situated 2,600 light years away and is in the constellation of Monoceros the Unicorn.
This is a not very distinctive constellation lying to the left of Orion.

Any object beginning with NGC is in the New General Catalogue. This is not particularly new
since it was published in the 1880s! It is an extension of an older catalogue first produced in
1786 by William and Caroline Herschel and their son John. NGC 2264 is an open cluster of
stars shown in the images below which have both been enhanced. You may be able to see the
cluster of stars in a pair of 10x50 binoculars if the “seeing” is good. It is difficult to identify the
Christmas Tree without some help. This is given in the second image below which shows that
the Christmas Tree is upside down. You can see there is quite a lot of nebulosity in the area.
This is caused by clouds of ionized atomic Hydrogen. The nebulosity shown around the cone at
the bottom of the image is known as the Cone Nebula. The bright star above the cone is at the
top of the tree. The bright star at the top of the image is the centre of the trunk of the tree. The
white nebula nearby is the Snowflake Nebula and the nebulosity in the middle of the image is
the Fox Fur Nebula. You probably won’t be able to see the nebulae without a telescope, but I
will be interested to hear if you can find the star cluster in binoculars.

The next object in Stephen’s tour is M50 also in Monoceros as seen in the star chart below.
This is a large, bright open cluster situated 3,200 light years away and is called the heartshaped cluster. It was documented by Charles Messier in his famous catalogue produced in the

18th century. M50 is easy to find since it is 9° above Sirius which is the brightest star in the
heavens. It also lies about 20° to the left of Orion’s belt. Below on the left, is a colour enhanced
image of it but the image on the right is what you are more likely to see in binoculars.

The remaining two objects in the binocular tour are M67 and M44. These are situated in the
constellation of Cancer. If you look again at the star chart above, to the left of the Christmas
Tree Nebula you can see the inverted “Y-shape” of Cancer. Near the bottom of this you can see
M67 which is often referred to as the King Cobra cluster. This is one of the oldest known
clusters estimated to be about 5 billion years old and is shown in the two images below. The
one on the left is an enhanced image taken by Fred Espanak of NASA. To the right is how it is
likely to appear in binoculars.

M44 is known as the Beehive Cluster. You can see it in the middle of Cancer in the above
chart. The constellation of Cancer the Crab is very faint and is often located by people finding
the famous Beehive Cluster. M44 shines at magnitude +4 and it can be seen with the naked eye
under dark, clear skies. It is easily found with binoculars when it looks stunning. My limiting
magnitude from my back garden is about +4. This means that an object of that magnitude is the
faintest object I can see with the naked eye. This is a useful to know since there is no point in
looking for faint objects that you will only be able to find with a telescope or binoculars.

M44 contains 1,000 mostly young stars. It is the closest open cluster to Earth being only about
500-600 light years away. An older name for it is Praesepe which means manger in Latin.
There is an interesting Greek legend about this constellation. Below you see a star chart
showing the sky in the southeast at around 22:00 on February 23rd. I have highlighted the
constellations of Cancer the Crab, Leo the Lion and Hydra the Serpent which is below Cancer.

In Greek mythology, Hydra is associated with the second of Heracles’ labours. It was a giant
serpent fathered by the monster Typhon and Echidna, who was half-woman, half-serpent. The
dragon Ladon, that guarded the garden of the Hesperides, was Hydra’s brother. This dragon is
represented in the sky by the constellation of Draco the Dragon which is a meandering
constellation near to the Plough. Hydra had nine heads and one of them was immortal. The
celestial Hydra is depicted with only one head and you can see it below Cancer in the star chart
above. The monster lived near the town of Lerna, where it ravaged the land and killed cattle.
Heracles first shot flaming arrows into the Hydra’s lair and smoked it out. Then he fought with
it, smashing the creature’s heads one by one with his club. Every time he smashed one, two
new heads would grow in its place. While the two fought, Heracles was distracted by a crab,
which crawled out of the swamp and attacked his foot. Heracles killed the crab and placed it
among the stars. Heracles was able to defeat Hydra when his charioteer Iolaus helped him by
burning the stumps of each head that Heracles struck off. Eventually Heracles cut off the
immortal head and buried it under a rock. He dipped his arrows in Hydra’s poisonous blood,
which would eventually lead to his own death.
After that interesting story I will move on to the Southern hemisphere!

What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?
You are going to be able to enjoy the planets and the binocular tour described in the previous
pages. Below is a star chart showing the sky in the west over Sydney at 21:00 on February 2nd.
There you can see Mars and Uranus in the constellation of Pisces. Neptune can also be seen low
in the west in Aquarius. To the left of this you can just see the large asteroid Vesta. To the top
right of the chart are the Pleiades.

You can also see the alignment of the planets Jupiter, Venus, Saturn and Pluto with a crescent
Moon as shown in the chart below. This shows the sky in the east over Sydney at 06:00 on
February 2nd. You will be able to see Jupiter, Mars and the Moon with the naked eye. You may
be able to see Saturn with binoculars, but you will need a telescope to see Neptune and Vesta.

If you don’t mind rising early, then you will be able to see a close encounter between Saturn
and Venus in the constellation of Sagittarius. The star chart below shows the sky in the east at
05:00 on February 19th. This is a great photo opportunity to see these planets amongst the
nearby Messier objects. Jupiter is above these in the constellation of Ophiuchus! You will be
able to see Saturn and Venus until around 7 am when they will disappear in the rising sun.

Now to the binocular tour. You will need to read about this first in the northern hemisphere
section of this newsletter. Below is the sky in the north east over Sydney at 21:00 on February
23rd. You can see that this region is similar to that in the north except that Cancer the Crab is
below Hydra the Serpent which is below Monoceros the Unicorn.

In the chart below, you can see the objects for the binocular tour. M50 is in Monoceros, below it
is the Christmas Tree Cluster, NGC 2264, and below that to the right is Cancer with the King
Cobra cluster, M67, at the top and the Beehive Cluster, M44, below that.

That’s all for this month. Until next month, happy stargazing! Dark skies!
Valerie Calderbank FRAS

