
 The Night Sky in April, 2019 

 

We have recently returned from running a most enjoyable Astronomy Theme Week in Mallorca. It 

was particularly good this year since the days were sunny and most nights were clear. The visit to the 

Observatory in the centre of the island was very successful. We enjoyed a tour of the night sky with 

their laser pointer and we were also able to get an excellent view of the Orion nebula through their 

12inch telescope. We were all able to see the Orion Trapezium Cluster very brightly. As can be 

seen in the diagram below, the Trapezium is a cluster of 4 relatively bright stars discovered by 

Galileo in 1617.  He identified stars A, C and D, and B was identified in 1673. Later stars E and F 

were discovered and by 1888 eight stars had been identified. You should be able to see the four 

brightest stars through 15x70 binoculars under dark skies and see six through a 5inch telescope. The 

stars are a mere 300,200 years old and are 1,344 light years away from Earth (where a light year is 6 

trillion miles). The stars are quite close together lying within 1.5 light years of each other. That’s 

close! Stars A and B are eclipsing binaries which means that there are two stars orbiting around each 

other. This results in a variation in magnitude as the smaller star passes in front of the larger star. Star 

A varies in magnitude from 6.7 to 7.7 over 65 days and B varies from 7.9 to 8.7 over 6.5 days. You 

ought to be able to see B change in magnitude by observing it on successive nights.  

 

 
 

Orion is primarily a winter constellation and is setting early in the west now. If you don’t know how 

to find the Orion nebula then you can see it in the star chart below. This shows the sky in the west 

over Oxfordshire at 22:00 on April 1st. Orion’s sword lies below the three stars of Orion’s belt. It 

consists of 3 components, a bright star in the top and bottom and a gaseous region in the middle 

which is the Orion nebula. 

 

 



 

The images below show the Orion nebula and the Trapezium as seen through the Hubble telescope! 

The image on the left is taken in visible light and you can see the clouds of gas and dust with the 

Trapezium stars shining through it. The image on the right is taken in infra-red light and the stars can 

be seen clearly through the dust. Even if you only have a small pair of binoculars it is worth having a 

look at this region since you will see more detail than you can with the naked eye. 

 

 
 

The real highlight of our visit to the Observatory in Mallorca was the Planetarium show which is a 

new show this year. July 20th, 2019 is the 50th anniversary of the Apollo 11 Moon landing. The 

Planetarium show we saw told the story of the space race from Sputnik through to the Apollo 

programme and on to the space shuttle. It was spectacular and so realistic that you felt you were on 

the Moon with Armstrong and Aldrin. If you know of anywhere in the UK that will be showing that 

this year then please let me know? I will do my best to promote it since it is well worth seeing. 

 

Many of us have experienced the pleasure of observing the stars under very dark skies. It makes us 

realise how much we are missing under our light polluted skies. In city centres we can only see 

about 100 stars with the naked eye whereas in dark locations we can see over a thousand. The 

Commission for Dark Skies set up by the BAA (British Astronomical Society) in 1989 has done a 

great job to increase people’s awareness of this problem and to help establish several Dark Sky 

Reserves. These include Kielder Forest Park (Northumberland), Elan Valley Estate (Wales), 

Galloway Forest Park (Scotland), Brecon Beacons (Wales), Snowdonia (Wales) and the South 

Downs National Park (England). Other areas such as Cranborne Chase and the Isle of Wight may 

soon join the list. The result of this activity is that the UK now has some of the largest areas of dark 

skies in Europe as can be seen in the map below (courtesy of the Council for the Protection of Rural 

England). Go to www.darkskydiscovery.org,uk to find out more. 
 

 
 

http://www.darkskydiscovery.org,uk/


We can all do something to help the campaign for dark skies. We can educate ourselves and other 

people about the facts regarding light pollution. The cost of wasted light has been estimated to be 

two billion Euros a year in Europe. One third of light in the USA is wasted through misdirection and 

has been estimated to cost 2 billion dollars a year. Wasting energy in this way also affects health 

since more CO2 is produced. Also, all species including humans need darkness to survive. The 

common assumption that light deters crime is incorrect. Many councils have organised switch-offs 

and crime has fallen. Campaigning for dark skies does not mean no lights at all. We can put pressure 

on councils to replace street lights with night-sky friendly LED lights which point downwards. 

 

Note that the hour of 8:30 to 9:30 (local time) on March 30th this year was declared “Earth Hour”. 

People all over the world turned lights off during that hour. I sent an email out to you all about this 

so I hoped some of you joined in? Visit the website www.britastro.org/dark-skies to find out more. 

 

Now to the night sky in April. There will be a New Moon on Friday April 5th and a Full Moon on 

Friday April 19th. Sunrise on April 1st will be at 06:44 and sunset at 19:45. Of course we will be in 

British Summer Time (BST) then instead of Greenwich Mean Time (GMT). GMT is more 

generally known as Universal Time (UT). From now on I will be quoting times in BST. By the end 

of the month sunrise will be at 05:36 and sunset at 20:39 BST.  

 

The Sky at Night magazine declares its planet of the month to be Jupiter. However, it is a morning 

object and the best time to see it is on April 30th at 03:45. The star chart below shows the sky over 

Oxfordshire at that time. You can see that Jupiter is in the constellation of Ophiuchus the Serpent 

Bearer. Sadly, it is low down on the horizon which means that the light from it will have to pass 

through more atmosphere than at higher altitudes and this will cause some blurring of the image. 

Note also that Saturn can be found in the southeast to the left of Jupiter. 

 

 
 

 

http://www.britastro.org/dark-skies


Mars is still visible in the evening sky although it looks tiny now even through a telescope. The best 

time to see it will be around 21:00 on April 1st when it will be close to the Pleiades. The star chart 

below shows the sky in the west at 21:00 on April 1st. Unfortunately, Mars is low on the western 

horizon, about 20° above it which is the distance covered by a clenched fist held out at arm’s length. 

 

 
 

As the nights go by, Mars will head further north towards the Hyades cluster in the V-shaped nose 

of Taurus the Bull. This can be seen in the star chart below which shows the sky in the west at 

21:00 on April 9th.  Note that Mars is close to the Hyades with the bright red star Aldebaran above 

these. Aldebaran is known as the red eye of the bull. Above it is a thin waxing crescent Moon. This 

is an excellent photographic opportunity. But as you can see in the chart, there are many other photo 

opportunities in this part of the sky including the Orion nebula to the left of the chart and the 

Andromeda galaxy setting in the northwest in the bottom right of the chart. 

 

 
 

Now to our friends in Dalian, China!  

 

China is a long way to the east of us and so the sun rises there long before it rises here. It is also a 

very large country and there are 5 different time zones as shown in the map below. These are called 

Zhongyuan, Longshu, Tibet, Kunlun and Changbai. However, the Chinese mainland, Hong Kong 

Macau, and Taiwan province all use China Standard Time (CST) which is 8 hours ahead of 

Universal Time, UT (which is the same as GMT). This applies to Dalian. China does not have 



Daylight Saving Time and, since we are on British Summer Time now, Dalian is 7 hours ahead of us 

in April. I have gleaned all of this from Wikipedia so I hope our friends will let us know if this is 

incorrect. 

 

 
Although the longitude of Dalian is about 121°E compared with our longitude of 1°E, its latitude is 

not so different. Our latitude in Oxfordshire is approximately 51° whereas that of Dalian is 

approximately 39° which is about the same latitude as Mallorca. It is the latitude which affects what 

you can see in the night sky. At 39° it is possible to see all the stars in the Northern Hemisphere, but 

they can also see more stars in the southern atmosphere than we can. To determine how far into the 

southern hemisphere you can see, calculate your co-latitude which is “90° - your latitude”. In the 

case of Dalian and Mallorca this is 51°. The longitude does not determine what you see but only 

when you see it. Our friends in Dalian and Mallorca see the same night sky but at different times. 

The star chart below shows the sky in the west over Dalian at 21:00 on April 1st. There you can see 

what we can see – that is Mars is close to the Pleiades and will head towards the Hyades and 

Aldebaran on the following nights. 

 

 
 

On April 9th Mars will be close to the Hyades and will be joined by a crescent Moon like they are for 

us. The star chart below shows the sky in the west at 20:00 on April 9th. 
 

 



  
 

However, if our friends in Dalian look in the south, they will see something very different from us as 

can be seen in the star chart below. This shows the sky in the south over Dalian at 21:00 on April 1st. 

There you can see many of the constellations in the southern hemisphere that we can’t see. These 

include Corvus, Antilla, Pyxis, Vela and Centaurus with the Southern Pinwheel Galaxy nearby! 

 

 
 

Finally, in Dalian they will get a better view of Jupiter and Saturn then we will. The star chart below 

shows the sky in the south at 02:45 on the morning of April 30th. There you can see Jupiter and 

Saturn to the left it with the constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpius in their full glory! 
 

 

 

Now on to the Southern hemisphere!



 

The Southern Hemisphere April, 2019 

 

Sydney’s longitude is 151°E and so is much further east than China. Their latitude is approximately 

34°S. This means they can see all the stars in the southern hemisphere and the stars in the northern 

hemisphere as far as their co-latitude which is “90°-34°” that is 36°N. Time in Sydney is 11 hours 

ahead of UTC or 10 hours ahead of British Summer Time (BST). However, in Sydney they do 

correct for Daylight Saving Time and their clocks will go back by 1 hour on April 7th this year. This 

means they will only be 9 hours ahead of BST. 

 

The star chart below shows the sky in the northwest above Sydney at 20:00 on April 1st. There you 

can see Mars close to the Pleiades and, above it, the Hyades and Aldebaran in the constellation of 

Taurus. Above that you can see Orion with his head downwards. To the right of it is the 

constellation of Gemini, the Heavenly Twins. Below that is Auriga the Charioteer with its bright 

star Capella. 

 

 

 

The chart below shows the sky in the northwest over Sydney at 20:00 on April 9th. There you can see 

Mars and the Pleiades are joined by a thin crescent Moon just like they are for us in the UK and our 

friends in China. 

 

 
 



 

Finally, the chart below shows the sky in the east over Sydney at 02:45 on April 30th. There you can 

see Jupiter high in the sky amongst the great constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpius with all 

their Messier objects on display. Low down in Sagittarius is the planet Saturn! They get a much 

more impressive view of all of this than we do since the planets are high in the sky. 
 

 

 

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

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


