A DIARY OF CELESTIAL OBJECTS TO OBSERVE

Alan Buckman

Astronomy has its seasons and for observers there are certain times of the year that are better for some types of object than other times. The purpose of writing this is to get the observers among us moving in the same direction at the same time. To this end this article will form a guide to monthly club meetings at Monkton, and indeed your own observing programmes if you have not already specialized into one particular area. 

The table can only be a guide to the best objects seen month by month at 22:00 hrs GMT. If you observe 2 hours earlier read the entry for the preceeding month, if two hours later the following month. If you find the best time to observe is in the morning sky before dawn then refer to the planisphere to show you which constellations are highest in the sky and so which month data you need to look at.

Do your own research using the information as a pointer, and seek out a list of objects that you can observe with your (or the Monkton) telescope. You can do drawings, verbal descriptions, photographs. Come to Monkton and confer with your colleagues. Bring reference material you may have to share the knowledge around with the other members that are present. You can then present observations, results and / or lists of objects for publication in the usual way, so we can all get some benefit.

When you do an observing session, try to plan it before hand and stay within a small region of the sky. Start with constellation recognition, then allocate the proper names to the correct stars in your patch and then an overview by sweeping with binoculars. The telescope will have cooled down by now and you can begin observing. Turn onto the start of your list of objects and have fun! It may be easier for you to work in a small group, so don’t be afraid of inviting others round. Do please record what you do. A permanent record is something you can show others and give you confidence to carry out more detailed work next time round.

	SEPTEMBER

	GLOBULAR CLUSTERS
	Low in the South towards the centre of our galaxy. Observe soon after dark.

	
	Scorpius M4

	
	Ophiuchus M107, M12, M10, M9, M19, M14

	
	Sagitarius M28, M71, M22

	
	Pegasus M15

	
	

	OCTOBER

	PLANETARY NEBULA
	Lyra M57

	
	Aquarius N7009 mag 8.3 “Saturn”

	
	Perseus M76 “Little Dumbell”

	
	Vulpecula M27

	
	

	NOVEMBER

	OPEN CLUSTERS
	Many fine clusters in Auriga, Cassiopeia

	
	Perseus Double cluster h & Chi Per, M34

	
	Taurus Pleiades, Hyades

	
	

	DECEMBER

	DIFFUSE NEBULAE
	Orion - many areas of nebulosity

	
	Taurus M1 Supernova remnant, Hinds Variable Neb

	
	Monocerous Rosette nebula, Hubble Variable neb.

	
	

	JANUARY

	DOUBLE STARS
	Gemini and Auriga many fine double stars

	
	

	FEBRUARY

	VARIABLE STARS
	Ursa Major - have a go at T, RS and S UMa all very close together with periods around 250 days and 5 magnitude variation. These are circumpolar and need to be followed every 5 to 10 days.

	
	

	MARCH

	GALAXIES
	Leo galaxies M95, M105, M65, M66 M96

	
	Virgo galaxies M58, M59, M60, M86 M87 M61 M49 M104

	
	Coma Berenices galaxies M98 M99 M100 M85

	
	

	APRIL

	MORE GALAXIES
	Canes Vanatici M106 M51

	
	Ursa major M101

	
	Locate Zubenelgenubi

	
	

	MAY

	MISCELLANEOUS
	Hercules globulars M13 M92, NGC6229

	
	Stellar asterisms – Brocchi’s cluster

	
	

	AUGUST

	METEORS
	Perseid’s

	GLOBULAR CLUSTERS
	Don’t forget to try and view very far South constellations

	NEBULAE
	Sagitarius Lagoon Nebula, Omega and Trifid nebulae.

	
	


A Booklist

No list is going to be complete, and indeed the best books are probably out of print but the following are picked out for your attention.

FAS Star charts. The annual guide to the sky presented with monthly star charts. This is the place to look for special events and the location of the planets through the year. A cheap but highly recommended publication, available from our Treasurer.

Philips Planisphere. An indispensable item to show you the aspect of the sky at any time throughout the year. A must for any observer.

BAA Handbook. Containing the ephemeris or predictions for all the solar system objects (planets and moons), regular events and one off special events like grazing occultations, eclipses, transits etc. This is provided along with a bi-monthly magazine as part of membership of the BAA. For serious observers. It is published October of the previous year giving you time to plan particular events, like grazing occultations.

A Complete Manual of Amateur Astronomy by P. Clay Sherrod (Phalarope Books) publ 1981 

A very thorough observing manual for solar system objects. The instrumentation section is dated but the observing forms (for all types of astronomy) and the constellation projects are worth having. It dips into discussing variable stars but that is as far out as you get. Nevertheless contains all sorts of interesting snippets about the objects you are observing and phenomena you can record.

The Sky a User’s Guide by David Levy (Cambridge University Press) publ 1991.

Complements Sherrod’s book by mostly dealing with deep sky objects. Also has a reasonable section on double stars and variable stars, but its overwhelming strength is in the deep sky. Has some good lists arranged by season of objects to look at.

Burnham’s Celestial Handbook. By Robert Burnham Jr (3 vols) Dover Publications publ 1978 but still in print.

This most excellent handbook takes each constellation in turn and exhaustively lists and describes all the interesting and not so interesting objects contained within. There are multitudes of lists for each class of object so you can get at the information in several ways. This runs to 2138 pages so you will not be short of inspiration. Indeed it can be overwhelming, but if you want to search for a particular object it will be listed and similar ones indicated.

Atlas of the Night Sky by Storm Dunlop (Collins) publ 2005. Can be picked up as a remaindered copy for under £10. Star charts in colour based on Atlas Coeli and a page on each constellation. A good modern introduction to the interesting objects in each constellation.

Web Society Deep Sky Observers Handbook Vol 9 – The Web Star Atlas. Publ 2002 and still in print. Contains 17,494 stars and 1810 deep sky objects plotted at 4.9mm per degree on 44 charts. Definitely very good value for money

Norton’s Star Atlas & Reference Handbook by A P Norton & J Inglis. 17th Edition was published in the 80’s, much revised by contemporaries. Star Charts and lists of interesting objects. Definitely still a good overview of the heavens with a decent plotting scale for the maps (3.5mm per degree) showing 8,800 stars to mag 6.49. Most objects plotted are named with what appear to be arcane designations, but this is how astronomy developed and the 18th century astronomers discovered named and plotted many thousands of objects.

Sky Atlas 2000.0 by Wil Tirion (Cambridge University Press) publ 1981.

The desk star atlas to get. Plots 43,000 stars to magnitude 8 and 2,500 deep sky objects (8mm per degree). This still contains just a fraction of stars that can be seen with binoculars. The first star atlas to epoch 2000.0

Sky catalogue 2000.0 (2 vols) ed Hirshfield and Sinnott (Cambridge University Press) publ 1982.

The daddy of all lists of many types of object. For the first time a catalogue widely available listing so many objects. It has all the stars and objects as plotted in Sky Atlas 2000.0

