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FEBRUARY OBSERVING NEWS

We know how difficult it can be to observe the night sky in the middle of winter, but we hope you have a few opportunities to enjoy the Winter Hexagon and other seasonal sights. Depending upon your orientation, sometimes just observing the Moon from the front window (or back window!) is all you can hope for. Other times, cloudy skies prevent any observing. But do your best, even if it’s only a quick glance at Venus and Jupiter in the early evening.
NIGHT SKY VIEWING:

We mentioned the Winter Hexagon above. This is one of those asterisms (an obvious pattern formed by bright stars, different from a constellation) that is formed by the stars of several constellations: Canis Major, Canis Minor, Gemini (2 stars), Auriga, Taurus, and Orion. If you have the Chandler blue and white plastic planisphere, this asterism is outline by a dashed line. 
There is a smaller asterism in this same area of the sky, in which the bright star Betelgeuse in Orion’s shoulder and the brightest stars in his two hunting dogs (Procyon in Canis Minor and Sirius in Canis Major) form the Winter Triangle. Another type of asterism involves bright stars from within one constellation, for example, the Big Dipper is an asterism with the constellation Ursa Major.
The stars and constellations mentioned above are high in the south by 8:00 p.m. But don’t forget to look in the other directions. Looking north, Ursa Major is to the east of Polaris at about 8:00 p.m. Cassiopeia is now to the west of Polaris, with Cepheus nearing the horizon and Ursa Minor directly below Polaris. Draco is below Ursa Minor, with the dragon’s head possibly below your northern horizon. Camelopardis is directly above Polaris. Leo has risen in the east by about 8:00 p.m.
Looking west, the Great Square of Pegasus sets between the hours of 8:00 and 10:00 p.m. in early February. In addition to the Winter Hexagon, bright Canopus is near the horizon almost due south at 8:00 p.m. early in the month. Still looking south, Cetus is heading for the western horizon, while the head of Hydra is well above the southeastern horizon.
TELESCOPE VIEWING:

The Moon is a good target for naked eye viewing early in the month, with Full Moon occurring on Feb. 7. New Moon is not until Feb. 21, so the thin crescent will not be available for telescope viewing until several days thereafter, with early evening telescope viewing through the end of the month. 
If you want a challenge, try looking for Uranus on February 9 when it will be less than a degree south of Venus. It will appear a bluish green through a telescope. Use a computer planetarium program or an astronomy magazine or web site for more detailed information.

EARLY MORNING VIEWING:

Neither Astronomy nor Sky & Telescope magazines feature any early morning sights this month; but if you want to brave the cold to see some old summer favorites, the Summer Triangle rises at about 5:00 a.m. early in February and Scorpius is in the east/southeast at the same time.
MOON AND PLANETS:

From Feb. 7-9, between 8:00 and 9:00 p.m., you can watch the full Moon and track its motion relative to Leo. Remember, Leo is in the east. You can find it by poking holes in the bottom of the Big Dipper so that the water showers down on Leo’s head. Leo is oriented such that he is standing upright on his tail. The Moon starts just to the right (south) of his head on February 7, the evening of Full Moon. 
By the next night, the Moon will be below Regulus, the brightest star in Leo (located about where you would find his front foot). By Feb. 9, the Moon will be close to the horizon, with Denebola (another bright star in Leo) to the left and just above the Moon. About halfway between Denebola and the Moon, you will find Mars.
Later in the month (Feb. 22-26), look west just after dark. Jupiter will be high in the sky and very bright. Venus will be about halfway between Jupiter and the horizon. About a half hour after sunset, the very thin crescent Moon will be aligned with Mercury just to its left (south). Both will set about an hour after the Sun sets. After dark on the second night, the thin crescent Moon will be very close to the horizon, slightly to the right (north) of Venus. By the third night, the Moon will be higher, but still below and just right of the position of Venus. 

After dark on the fourth night, the thicker crescent Moon will be very close to Venus. This is the best night to view the close pairing of these two objects. If you look at about an hour after sunset, you may be able to see Mercury close to the horizon, just to the right of Venus and the Moon.

Finally, on Feb. 26 the crescent will be thicker still and will be high in the sky, just to the right (north) of Jupiter.

SKY STORIES:
Check the NIRCam web site 

http://zeus.as.arizona.edu/~dmccarthy/GSUSA/index.htm 
for our traditional February story (Yu Shih, the God of Rain) and for other information from around the world about the relationship between constellations and water and rain. Any of the Winter Hexagon constellation stories, as well as Sun and Moon stories, are appropriate for this time of year.
