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The Great Conjunction

A fine picture of Saturn and Jupiter above
Cirencester Abbey, by James Weightman on 2020
December 12, a few days before greatest approach
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Editors Spot

Well, it has been nice to say good bye to 2020 - I am sure it was
not the year anyone was expecting when we brought in the new

year in 2020. Sadly we lost a couple of our ‘senior’ members, and all
had to endure lockdowns and restrictions that I expect no-one had
experienced before. On the positive side, though, it has not been too
bad a year for those doing practical astronomy. The best comet for

several years graced our skies in July, Mars was at its brightest and
highest in the sky for many years, and to complete the year a Great Conjunction.

I had been revamping my observational
setup and now have something that
seems to be working reasonably well. I
actually managed to do more observing
in 2020 than I had in probably the
previous four years put together! It is
still a work in progress though, and
there are a few chores like polar
aligning and collimation that need
addressing when we get a few clear
nights around full Moon (I hate
spending good dark nights on
maintenance!)

And as we start 2021 in lockdown
again, at least with the vaccination
programme ramping up there is hope
that we might get back to something
normal life in the months ahead.
Though I am not sure things will ever
be quite so normal.

And sadly there do not seem to be any great astronomical sights to be seen in 2021.
There are two solar eclipses; one annular (June) and one total (December)- but these
are located in Canada and the Artic, and South Atlantic and the Antarctic - so not
great opportunities for us. A couple of Lunar Eclipses too - but only one visible from
the UK in November, and that will be just partial at Moonset. Of course we might get
a surprise comet or a bright supernova in our galaxy or a nearby one. At least the Sun
seems to be waking up from its slumbers, with increasing numbers of sunspots, so a
good time to start or revisit solar observing, and you never know, we might even get
some mid-latitude auroras. Lets just hope the weather cooperates!

Clear, dark skies, Callum
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Messier 1 - The Crab Nebula in Taurus
Image taken on 2021-01-06

This is a 15x20s exposure using my C11 at f/6.2
and a Starlight Xpress Ultrastar Pro camera.
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By the time you are reading this, we
will have endured one of the most

unusual Christmas and New Year periods
in memory. I do hope that you managed
to achieve some enjoyment during the
festive season, while maintaining as
much care to avoid the pandemic. I do
hope that I won’t need to write anything
similar next year!

Despite the difficulties caused by the
pandemic of 2020, our society has
continued to operate online and I am
pleased that the membership figures
have remained high. Our Zoom meetings
continue to be well attended. The
December meeting is usually a social
gathering with a few brief talks and
plenty of food. This year we had to meet
online, but we were treated to fun quiz
organised by James Fradgeley from the
Wessex Astronomical Society. James has
given us various interesting talks in the
past and it was kind of him to offer to do
this quiz for us. I know that one or two
of us wish we had done a little more
revision beforehand, but we enjoyed the
evening anyway. The turnout was good,
even though we were competing with the
Strictly Come Dancing semi-final!

The winter skies are with us now and
offer many opportunities for observing
and photographing, if the weather
allows. In mid to late December Jupiter
and Saturn put on an interesting
spectacle in the twilight as the two
bodies came to within a few arc minutes
of each other in the sky. This provided
some interesting photographic

opportunities, which several members
took advantage of. This was a tricky
undertaking for photographers due to
the large difference in the brightness of
the two planets, making the optimum
exposure hard to achieve.

I do hope you will continue to join our
monthly meetings on Zoom until the
time when we can safely meet face to
face again. I do not expect that to be the
case for a few months yet, but I will keep
you informed of any developments. We
have heard that there have been many
improvements in the facilities at
Shurdington Hall for when we return to
normal meetings and I look forward to
the Society being able to take good
advantage of those.

The Society will continue to provide
monthly talks on Zoom and a full
programme for the year ahead is being
developed. In January our own Mark
Gibbons will be giving a talk on
Neutrinos, which I am very much looking
forward to. These elusive particles have
opened up a whole new branch of
astronomical investigation. It will be
most interesting to hear Mark’s talk and I
hope that a great many of you will join
the Zoom meeting.

I wish you all a 2021 that is far more
enjoyable than the dire year we have
endured and hope that some normality
will be possible in the Spring.

My very good wishes to you all. Stay safe.

Coordinators Report
By Neil Havard (Coordinator)

Tribute to Tony Ireland by Fred and Cathie Watkins

My wife Cathie and I have known Tony and Hilary for many years and his passing is a
great loss to us. But we will always remember him as the perfect English Gentleman,
an enthusiastic astronomer, and a very good friend who we met up with many times
over the years.
He will be greatly missed.
Goodbye Tony
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January 2021

1st to 3rd: The Quadrantid meteors
should be visible, peaking early on the
3rd. The Moon phase is waning gibbous
and so will interfere somewhat.
Quadrantids can reach a Zenithal Hourly
Rate of over 80 and can leave bright
trains, so it’s worth watching out for
them. The radiant is near the pan handle
of the Plough in Draco.

Jan 2nd: Earth at perihelion. We may be
nearest to the Sun today, but don’t
expect to feel any extra warmth though!

24th: (Sunday): Mercury reaches
Greatest Eastern Elongation. An evening
object after sunset, but the low
declination may make it hard to pick up.
Go to high ground for a clear western
horizon and see if you can pick it up after
sunset. There is a much better chance in
May though.

Jupiter and Saturn go through
conjunction with the Sun late this month
and so will not be observable. Mars is
still visible in the evening sky, but is
dimming to magnitude +0.4 as it gets
further away. Its angular size has
dropped to 8 arc sec by the end of the
month.

Moon Phases: Last Q: 6th, New: 13th,
First Q: 20th, Full: 28th

February 2021

6th: Saturn is only 0.40o N of Venus in
the morning sky, although Venus only
has an elongation of 18o and so it won’t
be rising long before the Sun. Its
southerly declination of (-18o) may make
this a challenge. It’s also only about 12o
elongation from the Sun and so will be a
very tough challenge, even with a clear
eastern horizon.

10th: Here’s a challenge for observers
and photographers. Vesta is nearing

opposition and very close to the twin
galaxies M65 and M66 in Leo – just to the
east. Try watching between now and
early March to see if you can track it. You
can get coordinates online, or email me
as Coordinator. Although not the largest
dwarf planet, it is the brightest of them.

11th: Jupiter is only 0.4o S of Venus,
again in the morning sky. As Jupiter is
brighter than Saturn on the 6th, this may
be slightly easier to spot, but still a tough
challenge.

Moon Phases: Last Q: 4th, New: 11th,
First Q: 19th, Full: 27th

March 2021

4th: Vesta is at opposition at magnitude
5.9 in Leo, close to the star theta Leonis.

5th: A real challenge for those early
risers: Mercury is nearing greatest
western elongation in the morning sky
and is 0.3o N of Jupiter in the dawn sky.
A low declination may make this tough
unless you have a good clear eastern
horizon.

6th: Mercury reaches greatest western
elongation (27o), but isn’t well placed
because of its low declination.

20th: Vernal Equinox. The Sun crosses
the Celestial equator at 10 a.m.

26th: Venus is at superior conjunction
and so passes behind the Sun.

None of the brighter planets are very
well placed to observe.

Moon Phases: Last Q: 6th, New: 13th,
First Q: 21st, Full: 28th

Dates for your diary
By Neil Havard
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Members

Photos

Saturn and Jupiter close up on 2020
December 20 . Above by Susan Snow and
below by James Weigthman.

Sadly poor weather on the day of closest
approach stopped play!
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Andromeda (M31) by Neil Havard - using a remote telescope, through iTelescope.net

The telescope is based in New Mexico and has a 250mm aperture, f/3.4, focal length
850 mm. The photo is a composite of 4 exposures, each of 6 minutes and stacked.
The four exposures are Luminance (B/W), Red, Green and Blue filters.
The images were stacked and processed using Pixinsight.

M74 by William Jackson

Taken by the Liverpool
John Moore's Schools'
Observatory telescope on
7th November.

It was processed in FITS
Liberator 3 and GIMP
2.10.22
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It is a bit of an unusual experiment to
take a photo with an exposure length

of about six months - but this is what we
do when making a Solar Graph.

I first came across this at the
Cheltenham Science Festival a few years
ago where I signed up for a practical
workshop to make the device, which is
essentially a pinhole camera. It is quite
simple - you just need a drinks can (soft
or beer are both fine), some waterproof
tape, a pin to make the pinhole, and
some card to make an end-cap. The only
thing that you probably won’t have to
hand is some black and white
photographic printing paper. I purchased
a pack of Ilford Multigrade from The
Darkroom in Cheltenham. Photo paper
is not very sensitive to light (unlike film),
and will not become completely fogged
over six months, but will record the Sun
and some foreground objects (if they
don’t move much).

Cut the ring pull end of the can (a can
opener does this surprisingly easily).
Make a cap for the end, it needs to be
well fitting, but don’t worry too much
about it, as we’ll be taping up the whole
thing at the end. Then make a small
pinhole in the can about half way up (or
slightly above). On the workshop we cut
a small piece of thick tape (like double
sided foam tape) and placed this in the
can below the pinhole so that the photo
paper will ‘clip in’ and not move so much.
A bit of electrical tape over the pinhole
so we wont start exposing until it is
erected. Next load a piece of photo paper
into the can. This really needs to be done
in the dark or under dim red light. The
paper is not very sensitive so it’s not the
biggest problem if it is exposed a little,
but best to avoid if possible. Put on the
cap made, and then tape up the whole
assembly.
Now it is ready to erect pointing South
in a place where it won’t be disturbed for
a few months.

When you have decided it’s time to take
it down, bring the camera into the
house. Cut open the camera in dim light.
You might want to use a hair dryer to dry
off the photo. Then just use a standard
scanner or snap the photo with a phone
or camera. The photo is of course black
on white, so invert and/or colour it using
your favourite photo editing software.
Keep the photo in a light tight envelope
for posterity!

Some photos follow - why not try
making one yourself! If you think it’s too
hard you can always buy a SolarCan
(https://solarcan.co.uk)

Mark 1 camera mounted on a drain-pipe.

Mark 3 camera mounted on a angled
bracket attached to a garden shed.

Solar Graphs
By Callum Potter
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Mark 1 Camera

June - Dec
2016.

Quite nice, but
the peak of the
sun cut off.

Mark 2 Camera

March - Sept 2018

I had attempted to
mount this to get the
top of the path of the
Sun but made a school-
boy error (forgetting
the projected image
into the camera is
inverted!). Much water
damage to the paper
too.

Ghostly image of an
un-moving Mini in the
foreground

Mark 3 Camera

June - Dec 2020

The full range of the
sun captured (solstice
to solstice is best for
this). Though a bit
low on the paper.
Water damage to the
photo paper again.

Mark 4 camera is
currently in design
and I hope to erect
before the end of Jan.



An Observing Challenge
By Callum Potter

NGC 2261, also known as Hubble’s Variable
Nebula, is the brightest of a class of reflection
nebulae which are known to vary in brightness. It
is a small fan shaped object which looks a bit like
a comet (see my recent photo at right). It is
associated with the variable star R Monoceros,
and is quite easy to find, being a little east of
Orion. You should be able to see this visually with
a 15cm aperture scope (or larger). And should also
be relatively straightforward for imaging. It is well
placed over the next couple of months, so please
give it a try, and us know how you get on. Email
the Editor.

NGC 2261 location:
RA: 06 39 09.9
Dec: +08 44 09.5
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Officers of the Society
Contact forms are available on the
society website under About /
Committee / Contact Us.

• Neil Havard – Co-ordinator
• Malcolm Mitchell - Membership

Secretary

• Paul Broadhead – Treasurer
• Mark & Denise Gibbons - Events

Organisers
• Callum Potter - Mercury Editor
• Dave Miller - temporary Website

Manager
• Sue Kear – Secretary
• Susan Snow - Observing Director

NOTICE BOARD Society meetings
coming up
All at 8pm, by Zoom

13th February 2021 - Keith
Moseley - Venus, The
Forgotten Planet

13th March 2021 - Dr Emma
Chapman - Reionization of the
First Stars

10th April 2021 - AGM

8th May 2021 - Neil Havard -
Problems around the Hubble
Constant value

PLEASE, PLEASE, PLEASE
Contributions for Mercury
are really welcome. Pictures,

sketches, observations, short or
long articles - please send them
in! Don’t worry if you don't think
you are very erudite. Email the
editor at:
mercuryeditor@cotswoldas.org.uk

I f you have any short news, requests, buy or
sell items that you would like to pass onto

members either use the Forum on the society
website, or send to the editor to appear on

this notice board.

mailto:

