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JANUARY OBSERVING NEWS

Happy 2012 from Tucson! On January 1, 2011, we set a new record low of 21 degrees. On January 1, 2012, we set a new record high of 80 degrees. After our rainiest December ever, we are now in a dry period, and with the higher than normal temperatures, we have been going out in both the evening and the early morning to check out what is available for observations. It is surprising how disorienting it can be to observe “summer” constellations on an early winter morning in not quite the area of the sky where you would expect them to be on a summer evening! We hope all of you are finding even a little time, despite cold weather and winter storms, to check out the stars and planets.

NIGHT SKY VIEWING:

Following our usual procedure, look north at about 9:00 p.m. to begin your nightly observations. Earlier in the evening, and depending on your northern horizon, you may have trouble finding the Big Dipper. (Hint: It is high above Polaris at 6:00 a.m.) By 9:00 p.m., however, the Big Dipper is beginning to pass east of Polaris (handle down, bowl above) in its circumpolar journey around the North Star, while the Little Dipper is directly below Polaris.  Using Polaris as the center of an imaginary clock, Cassiopeia is above Polaris at about the 11:00 position, with Cepheus at about the 9:00 position.  
In the east, Leo just begins to rise around 9:00 p.m. Leo is a prominent evening constellation from spring until mid-summer.

Remember to look for the Winter Hexagon high in the sky as it moves from east to west over the course of the night. Orion is high in the southeast at about 9:00 p.m. with Auriga, Gemini, Canis Major, Canis Minor, and Taurus nearby. If you get a clear night, look for the two open star clusters in Taurus: the well-known Pleiades and the Hyades. The Hyades forms the “V” of the bull’s “nose” (just below the bright, red star Aldebaran, the bull’s “eye”). If you are in a dark site, find Capella (the brightest star in Auriga, the Charioteer) and then try to find a thin triangle of stars nearby. These three stars represent the goat and kids in the arm of the charioteer. Check the winter sky stories section on the NIRCam web site for suggestions of legends to enhance your winter sky viewing.
In the southwest, Fomalhaut is still visible at 8:00 p.m., but will have set by about 9:00 p.m.  Depending on your southern horizon, you may be able to see the bright star Canopus right on the southern horizon below Canis Major between 10:00 and 11:00 p.m.  The Winter Hexagon will move across the southern sky over the course of the night. Other constellations in the south at this time are very large and fairly dim, but if you are in a dark site you may want to check for observing details on a computer planetarium program, astronomy magazine, or your planisphere to see if you are able to find the winter southern sky constellations. 
On the nights of January 2 and 3 at around 7:00, look high in the sky to the south to see Jupiter just below the Moon on the first night and the Moon higher and further to the left (east) of Jupiter on the second night.
Finally, look to the west where some of the constellations of the Andromeda and Perseus story (Andromeda, Perseus, Pegasus) begin to set by about 9:00.  Of the other characters, Cassiopeia and Cepheus are circumpolar, so they will not “set” as such, and Cetus can be found high in the south heading toward the western horizon. 
About an hour after sunset on the nights of January 24 through 26, look west/southwest to see bright Venus high in the sky and Fomalhaut close to the horizon. The thin crescent Moon will also be close to the horizon (right, or west, of Fomalhaut) on the first night, then below and right (west) of Venus on the second night, and finally above and right of Venus on January 26. Cetus will be above and left of Venus and Pegasus will be above and slightly right of Venus.
TELESCOPE VIEWING AND THE PLANETS:

January 1 was First Quarter, so if you plan to do telescope observations of the Moon, do so immediately or wait until toward the end of the month after New Moon. By January 31, we are back to First Quarter! Of course, you can observe the Moon at almost any time without a telescope, sometimes as an evening observation, sometimes as a daytime observation. 
Right now is a good time for planet viewing. All five of the naked eye planets and two planets for which a telescope are necessary are available. Mercury is visible in the southeast about a half hour before sunrise (we saw it at about 6:00 a.m. a few days ago). Venus is in the west after sunset and Jupiter is very bright in the south in the early evening, moving toward the southwest as the night progresses. Mars is available in the east in the very late evening and will rise earlier as the weeks go by. Saturn rises in the east in the middle of the night, but can be seen high in the south before dawn.

Mercury is in Ophiuchus. Venus is moving from Capricorn into Aquarius by mid-month. Saturn appears close to Spica in Virgo. Jupiter, at magnitude -2.5, will move from Aries into Pisces during the first week of January. Mars will move from Leo into Virgo by mid-month, and will then reverse direction and wind up back in Leo by early February. This change in position illustrates the retrograde motion of Mars. January is an excellent time to view Mars through a telescope if you want to see the north polar cap and possibly some surface markings. This is also a good time to view Saturn’s rings. 

The two planets for which telescopes are required are Neptune and Uranus. On January 12, bright Venus will be almost exactly below faint Neptune. Venus shines at -0.4 magnitude (that is, very bright), while Neptune is only 8th magnitude, about 2000 times fainter than Venus; binoculars or a telescope will be needed if you try to find Neptune, but Venus will provide an easy point of reference. While Venus and Neptune are in Aquarius, Uranus is in Pisces about halfway between the horizon and the zenith after sunset. Its magnitude is 5.9 and in a very dark site it can be seen naked eye, but binoculars or a telescope make the chances of finding Uranus much better.
METEOR SHOWER VIEWING:

January provides the first meteor shower of the year, the Quadrantids. The peak of the shower will be early on the morning of January 4. Unfortunately, there will also be a waxing gibbous Moon for much of the night, but after it sets (about 3:00 a.m. local time) ─ and if you have a clear night ─ you may see a very worthwhile shower. The count of meteors per hour varies greatly from year to year (60 to 200), with an average at peak time count of about 120 per hour. The shower appears to radiate from the constellation Boötes, but its name is derived from an earlier constellation called Quadran Muralis. Astronomers think that they have identified the source of the Quadrantids as the asteroid 2003 EH1. It is possible that 2003 EH1 is a “dead comet.” It has an orbit similar to a comet that was observed in the Far East over 500 years ago, comet C/1490 Y1.
EARLY MORNING VIEWING:

We went out a few days ago specifically to see Mercury. We also saw Scorpius rising and were surprised not to be able to find Ophiuchus right away. As noted above, Mercury was actually in Ophiuchus! When Scorpius is an evening object, Ophiuchus always stands just above the scorpion as they move across the southern horizon, but our early morning observing gave us an entirely different perspective. To the south, we were able to see Spica and Saturn and below them the crooked square that represents Corvus, the Crow. Below Corvus, we saw another rough square. When we consulted our planisphere, we realized we were actually seeing stars from two different constellations. The top of the square was comprised of two stars from the tail of Hydra and the bottom of the square was comprised of the uppermost two stars of Centaurus.
SKY STORIES:

Our traditional January story is from Ancient Arabia and features the Winter Hexagon constellation Auriga. “The Sisters and the Milky Way” can be found on the NIRCam web site, http://zeus.as.arizona.edu/~dmccarthy/GSUSA/index.htm There is also a Winter Hexagon story on the site featuring the constellation Orion, “A Thief Thrown to the Buzzards” (Peru). Also in the Winter Stories section, you will find two stories related to features in Taurus:  “Yu Shih, the God of Rain” (Hyades) and “Matariki” or “Little Eyes” (the Pleiades).

