The Night Sky in September, 2019
Hello all! Welcome to the September Newsletter! September is usually recognised by
astronomers as the beginning of the observing year. Here’s hoping for some warm nights and
clear, dark skies! Before I move on to describing the September sky, I would like to share a
memorable day with you. On Sunday August 25th, our eldest son was home for the Bank
Holiday. We settled down to watch the almost certain defeat of England in the 3rd Ashes Test
Match against Australia. Instead we saw the most amazing innings from Ben Stokes which
enabled England to win the match and keep the Ashes series alive. His score of 135 not out
included 8 sixes and 11 fours! I have been watching Test Match cricket since childhood and I
have never seen anything like it! It was lovely weather all day and, after the match we
enjoyed a very good BBQ in our garden. Later on, under very clear but still light skies we
saw a bright Jupiter and a not so bright Saturn in the southern sky. They were both high
enough in the sky to be well above the trees as can be seen in star chart below. This shows
the sky in the south over Oxfordshire at 20:30 on August 25th. There you can see Jupiter
which is very easy to spot with the naked eye even under light skies. It is shining at
magnitude -2.25 at the moment. This is brighter than the brightest star Sirius which shines at
-1.46 but not as bright as the brightest planet Venus which at its best shines at -4.4.
Remember that the lower the magnitude of an object, the brighter it is. Saturn however is
shining at magnitude +0.29. This is hard to spot with the naked eye under light skies unless
you have very good eyesight. You should be able to see it through binoculars however. You
can find it at 29º to the east (or left) of Jupiter and at about the same height above the
horizon. You can measure the distance of 29º by holding out the span of your hand at arms
length. This covers 20º of sky. To the left of this add to it the distance covered by your
clenched fist at arms length which is 10º of sky. Somewhere in that region you should be able
to see Saturn through binoculars, even a pair of 10x50s . You should just be able to make out
the rings but you need a telescope to see them in all their glory.

We finished an excellent day by looking at Jupiter and Saturn through our 12 inch
Dobsonian telescope. Below is the image of Jupiter which we observed around 21:30. We
clearly saw the 4 Galilean moons all on one side of the planet. We could also see the
equatorial belts as grey lines but we coudn't see the Geat Red Spot.

The image below shows Saturn as we observed it at around the same time. We could clearly
see the rings separated from the planet. However our Dobsonian is a Newtonian reflector
which turns the image upside down. So we saw both Jupiter and Saturn upside down. This
was particularly noticeable with Saturn. It looks like you are seeing the southern hemisphere
of Saturn tipped towards you but in fact it is the northern hemisphere upside down. Also,
despite the light sky we could just make out some of Saturn's moons.

By now, you may be wondering what this has got to do with the sky in September! However,
you will be able to see this view of Jupiter and Saturn in the south throughout September. As
the month goes by, the skies will become darker making the planets easier to see. But by the
end of the month the planets will be much lower in the sky and will be setting in the
southwest around 21:00.
What else is happening in the night sky during September? On September 1st, the Sun will
rise at 06:19 and set at 20:01. On September 30th it will rise at 07:11 and set at 18:48. Thus
the length of the day will shorten by about 2.4 hours over the month. There will be a Full

Moon on September 14th and a New Moon on September 28th so the beginning and end of the
month will be the best time to observe faint objects.
September 4th is an excellent time to see the Moon's libration. I have not mentioned this in
my Newsletters before so you may not know what this is. The Moon is a spinning ball and,
like the Earth, it spins on its axis and wobbles. It has a north-south rock and an east-west
wobble. This enables us to see more of the back of the Moon than we usually can. This is
called libration. Libration can be seen in the crescent Moon on September 4th as shown in the
image below taken by Peter Lawrence. This shows the southeast corner of the crescent. The
large, dark sea at the top is Mare Crisium and usually this is at the edge of the Moon for us.
But to the right of it you can see two small seas at the edge. The top one is Mare Marginis
and the bottom one is Mare Smythi. These we do not usually see but on the 4th they will be
easy to see with binoculars.

As for the other planets, Mercury is at superior conjunction which means it is on the
opposite side of the Sun from Earth and can't be seen. Venus passed through superior
conjunction last month but is still too close to the Sun for us to see it, except possibly for a
brief glimpse of it low in the west just after sunset. Mars is also too close to the Sun to be
seen. In mid month, Uranus will rise in the east around 8:30 pm and will be high enough in
the sky by 23:00 to be visible in binoculars. Neptune will be at opposition on September 10th
which means it will be on the opposite side of the Earth from the Sun and so at its brightest.
The Sky At Night magazine has chosen it as the planet of the month. They say that the best
time to see it is at 01:00. on the 10th. However it will be above the trees in the southeast in the
evening by about 21:00 and will climb higher as the night goes on. Since Neptune is our
farthest-flung planet, you will need powerful binoculars or a small telescope to see it. The
star chart below shows the sky in the southeast at 21:00 on September 10th. There you can see
Neptune in the constellation of Aquarius. To the left of it you can see the circlet which is the
head of the fish in the constellation of Pisces. To the right of the chart you can see Saturn in
Sagittarius and to the left of that you can see that the Moon is a bit of a nuisance in
Capricorn! However by September 20th the Moon will not be in the sky at this time.

In the top left corner of the above chart you can see part of the Great Square of Pegasus.
The appearance of this indicates that we are moving from Summer into Autumn. Each season
has its most dominant constellation. In the Spring it is Leo the Lion. In the Summer it is
Cygnus the Swan, in the Autumn it is Pegasus the Flying Horse and in the Winter it is
Orion the Hunter. The appearance of Pegasus in the sky also means it is the time to look for
the Andromeda Galaxy.
The sky chart below shows the sky in the southeast at 23:00 on September 20th. In the centre
you can see the Great Square of Pegasus. This is the body of the Flying Horse with its head
and legs to the right of it. In the top left corner of the square you can see the bright star
Alpheratz. To the left of this you can see two lines of stars which form the wedge shaped
constellation of Andromeda. The way I find the Andromeda Galaxy is to follow the lower
line of stars of the constellation until you reach the bright star Mirach which is the second
one along. From this star go upwards to the star in the top line and then move the same
distance up again. There you will see M31, the Andromeda Galaxy. Under dark skies you
can just see it with the naked eye. But it is much better in binoculars. Seen through a small
telescope it will blow you away!

September is the perfect time to do a binocular tour of the sky. The nights are becoming
darker but not too cold. In this month's Sky At Night magazine, Stephen Tonkin has put
together a binocular tour to the east (left) of Andromeda. This region is shown in the star
chart below which is the sky in the northeast at 21:00 on September 20th. Andromeda is on
the right of the chart. To the left and below it is the constellation of Perseus which is shaped
like a chicken wishbone. Above this is the distinctive W shape of the constellation of
Cassiopeia. To the left of these is the constellation of Camelopardalis the Camel. You may
not have seen this constellation before since it is not very distinctive. It is shaped like an
upturned V as shown in the image below. In the star chart I have highlighted the camel to
help you find the constellation.

A beautiful object to look for is the Perseus Double Cluster . This is a pair of open star
clusters about 7,000 light-years away. Under dark skies they can be seen with the naked eye
and are easy binocular targets. The two clusters are known as NGC 869 and NGC 884. The
“NGC” means they are listed in the New General Catalogue which is not exactly new since
it was first compiled in 1888! The clusters are separated by a few hundred light years and
contain stars much younger and hotter than the Sun. You can find this object by scanning the
region between Cassiopeia and Perseus. In particular you can follow the line joining the two
cental stars of the “W” (Navi and Ruchbah). Carry this line on in the direction of Perseus

and you should come across the double cluster. If you find it you will be rewarded by the
image on the right below which was taken by Fred Espanak of NASA.You might like to
carry on browsing around this area and try to find some of the Messier objects shown in the
star chart above such as M103, M76, M34, M82, and M81.

Now off to our friends in Dalian, China!
What's Up in Dalian, China?
I will start by recommending that you read the previous section of this Newsletter. Much of it
applies to you. Since you are in the Northern Hemisphere, the sky you see is very similar to
the sky seen in Mallorca. Since you are further south than us you can see more of the Southern
Hemisphere. The star chart below shows the sky in the south at 21:00 on September 4th. There
you can see Saturn amongst all the glorious Messier objects in Sagittarius. To the right of it is
Jupiter in the constellation of Ophiuchus. To the right of that you can see the crescent Moon in
Aquarius where you will be able to observe the libration! Lovely!

The star chart below shows the sky over Dalian at 21:00 on September 20th. There you can
see everything that I described in the last section. In the top right you can see the Great
Square of Pegasus with the Andromeda constellation and the Andromeda Galaxy nearby. To
the left of this is Cassiopeia and below that Perseus. There you will be able to find the
Perseus Double Cluster. To the left of that is the constellation of Camelopardalis the Camel
which I have highlighted for you.

Now to the Southern hemisphere!
What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?
You have a chance to see Venus and Mercury low in the west shortly after sunset as shown in
the chart below. This shows the sky in the west over Sydney at 20:45 on September 20th.

Mars is out of sight now but Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune are all well placed for you.
Jupiter can be seen in the late evening sky in Ophiuchus throughout September. Saturn is also
superbly placed in Sagittarius . Uranus can be easily found in binoculars in the eastern sky in
late evening around mid-month. You can also get a good view of Neptune when it is at
opposition on September 10th. On September 4th you will be able to see the Moon's libration
and Jupiter and Saturn as shown in the chart below. This is the sky over Sydney at 20:30 on
the 4th. There you can see the crescent Moon in Aquarius. Above this is Jupiter in Ophiuchus.
To the left of this you can see the whole of Scorpius (upside down)! Above Jupiter you can
see Saturn amongst the Messier objects in Sagittarius. For you, all of these objects are higher
in the sky than they are for us so you should get a good view.

Unfortunately you will not be able to see Perseus and its double cluster since they are below
the horizon. The star chart below shows the sky in the northeast over Sydney at 21:00 on
September 20th. You can see the Great Square of Pegasus in the middle with Cygnus the
Swan to its left and the circlet of Pisces to the right. There are many interesting binocular
objects in this region so it is worth scanning around to see what you can find.

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

