Dundee Astronomical Society
The Night Sky in October 2009
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The Sky at 9pm on 15th October 2009
[chart courtesy of www.heavens-above.com]
By October the sky is quite dark by 7pm and the four stars marking the Great Square of Pegasus is high in the southern sky.  Pegasus, the flying horse, was said to be born from sea foam mixed with drops of blood from the head of Medusa which had been cut off by Perseus.  It’s difficult to see a horse until you realise that Pegasus is flying inverted and its head and front legs project out to the right of the square.  The rear of Pegasus is missing and may have been utilised in early times to create what is now the constellation of Aries, the Ram.
The most interesting object in Pegasus is probably the globular cluster, M15.  This is a closely packed mass of stars at a distance of 33,600 light years and one of many surrounding our Milky Way Galaxy. M15 is the densest of all our globular clusters and its centre has collapsed because of the gravity of so many very close stars.  The core is extremely dense and it is thought that a black hole may lurk there. 
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If you missed Halley’s Comet in 1986 or feel that you can’t wait until 2061 for its next appearance, perhaps you might like to see a few remnants of that comet light up the sky. The Orionid meteor shower has its maximum for a few days round October 20th when up to 30 meteors per hour might be seen.  These streaks of light are debris shed by Halley’s Comet on its many orbits round the Sun.  The Earth enters this stream of particles which burn up in the atmosphere at a height of about 50 miles.
Mercury will be visible in the pre dawn sky between the 3rd and 13th of October.  It will be about 10 degrees above the eastern horizon 40 minutes before sunrise.

Venus will also be seen in the morning sky before sunrise.  It will be much brighter than Mercury and slightly above and to the right of Mercury.  Its position should help to locate fainter Mercury in the dawn sky.

Mars moves into the constellation of Cancer in October and rises at about midnight.  It will be best seen in the hours before sunrise but is still too small for much detail to be seen even in a moderate sized telescope.
Jupiter is well placed in the evening sky and will be bright but low in the south during early evening.

Saturn moves into the early morning sky and will be close to Mercury on 8th October.
Uranus, at magnitude 5.7, is in Pisces and will be easy to locate during October.

Neptune, magnitude 7.8,  is near Jupiter in Capricornus and Jupiter can be used to locate Neptune.  

The Moon is full on the 4th, at last quarter on the 11th, new on the 18th and at first quarter on the 26th. 
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Events of note during October:

6th:   Mercury at greatest western elongation.

8th:   Mercury 0.3 degrees south of Saturn.

13th: Venus 0.6 degrees south of Saturn.

20th: Orionid maximum.

21st: Daylight occultation of Antares by the Moon at 1549 BST until 1704 BST.

Ken Kennedy

Director of Observations
