The Universe from Here - April 2020
What To Do During A Quarantine? Stargaze!
By Jim Feiste
I cannot overstate how important it is for everyone to
stay home and away from others this month due to the
serious risk of contracting COVID-19!
That said,
there’s nothing safer and more relaxing then watching
the night skies from your own backyard!

Night Rabbit Astronomy
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The Moon and Solar System
This month’s full moon on April 7th is known as the
“Pink” Moon. It is also a super moon (closest to earth)
this month, so I guess we can call it the “Super-Pink
Moon!” And, since it is also the first full moon of
spring, tradition dictates that Easter will be celebrated
on the first Sunday after this, or April 12. Darkness
will return with the new moon on April 22nd.
Meanwhile, Venus is starting to move toward the
western horizon after sunset while Mars, Jupiter and
Saturn can be seen rising before sunrise.

Deep Sky
In my opinion, there are really only two ways to
stargaze (Okay, there are probably dozens of ways to
do it, but that’s not the point!):
1. Prepare your nighttime observing session with a
target in mind, use your finder scope to get close
to the object, then star-hop to the object with the
eyepiece. Or, for you high-tech observers, plug the
object into your go-to scope, then observe and/or
photograph it while your telescope tracks it
automatically.
2. Go “old-school.” Just look through binoculars or a
telescope eyepiece and slew your scope slowly
across the sky until you find something cool. Then,
once you’ve observed, sketched, and/or
photographed it, look for the object in a star chart
or reference book.
Depending on my mood, I use both methods; but the
old-school way gives me a better sense of discovery.
It’s like exploring uncharted waters and finding an
island that nobody has ever seen before.
So being in an exploratory mood last month, I went
old-school. I aimed my 12-inch Dobsonian about 60
degrees above the SW horizon, removed the lens cap,
and - wallah! - a bright collection of stars appeared in
my 26 mm eyepiece. I studied and sketched the object
(see drawing). Then, by searching for a similar object
at that location in SkySafari, I found that I had
“discovered” M48!
Messier 48 (M48 or NGC 2548) is a large and striking
open star cluster located near the head of the
constellation Hydra, along the eastern edge of
constellation Monoceros. With an apparent magnitude
of 5.5, it is visible to the naked eye in sufficiently dark
skies; but even in light-polluted skies, it is easily seen
with binoculars and telescopes. It has an angular size
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The cluster is about 1,500 lightyears from Earth and
contains about 80 stars. These stars are relatively
young in astronomical terms - a mere 300 million year
old. Compare that with the age of our solar system
which is 4.5 billion years old!
What really makes M48 interesting is its history.
Charles Messier first identified the cluster, which he
named M48, in 1771. However, due to an error in
measurement, he recorded the wrong coordinates in
his notes. Astronomers after him couldn’t find any
object in the location he described, so M48 became
known as one of Messier’s “missing” objects.
Twelve years later, astronomer Caroline Herschel
discovered a bright cluster that was “not in the Messier
Catalogue” [M48, Universe Today], so she added it to
the Herschel catalogue as a new discovery. Her object
became known as NGC 2546 in the early 1900s.
In 1934, Oswalt Thomas suggested that NGC 2548 was
actually the missing M48. But it wasn’t until 1960 when
T.F. Morris confirmed that Messier had miscalculated
his cluster's declination by 5 degrees: NGC 2458 and
M48 are actually the same object.
So, on quiet, lonely, quarantining-nights, I encourage
you to find M48 using method 1, then search the local
area using method 2. You might even “accidentally”
find some beautiful objects in the area: including the
small but nebulous open cluster NGC 2506, the bright
planetary “Ghost of Jupiter” nebula NGC 3242, or
even the dramatic “Spindle Galaxy” NGC 3115.
Relax, breath, and enjoy the stars!

CAAA updates, photos, star charts, and more can be found on the CAAA website at http://caaastro.com.
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