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The North Galactic Globulars

By Jim Feiste
I hope this article finds you safe. Cases of COVID-19
are still on the rise this month, so stay home and…
LOOK UP!
I mean it! This month, after dark (about 10pm these
days), look straight up. You will be looking straight into
the deep space “above” the Milky Way, known as the
North Galactic Pole (NGP - see the May 2019 issue of
The Universe From Here). The glowing haze on the
horizon all around you is the disk of the Milky Way
Galaxy. Think of it: you are standing on the deck of a
small ship (the Earth), floating in the midst of the
vast undulating ocean of stars of the milky way!
Our galaxy is surrounded by hundreds of globular
clusters: tight groups of stars that form globes that
swarm around the Milky Way like moths around a porch
light on a warm spring night. You can see a group of
these clusters straight overhead this month. Since they
also swarm together in space, near the NGP, I call them
the North Galactic Globulars (NGGs). See below:

Night Rabbit Astronomy

Messier 53 (NGC 5024) is much farther from home,
orbiting the milky way almost 60,000 lightyears away.
It is also smaller than M3, spanning roughly 220
lightyears. Despite its size and distance, it is fairly
bright (magnitude 7.6). With a small telescope, it is
easy to spot near the star Diadem (Alpha Comae
Berenices). See map on next page.
NGC 5053 is a close neighbor to M53, both in the sky
and in space. It contains significantly fewer stars than
M53. It is difficult to see, even with a telescope,
except under ideal sky conditions. The photo below,
taken 5/2/2020 by staff photographer Stan Smith,
shows the close neighbors M53 and NGC 5053. The
arrow shows their location in space.
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The North Galactic Globulars
Messier 3 (NGC 5272) is the closest NGG to us, a
“mere” 34000 lightyears from our solar system. It
contains about 500,000 stars and spans a diameter of
760 light-years. M3 is also one of the brightest globular
clusters in the northern sky (magnitude 6.2) and can be
seen with binoculars, small scopes, and even the
unaided eye in sufficiently dark skies.
NGC 5466 is a rather loose and dim (magnitude 9.0)
globular cluster located beyond M3, almost 52000 light
years away.
Curiously, it is losing stars due to
gravitational interactions with the milky way, causing
the formation of a long stream of stars (known as the
45 Degree Tidal Stream) which extends from Bootes to
Ursa Major.

NGC 4147 is a dim 10th magnitude Globular Cluster
which appears against a backdrop of the distant ComaVirgo cluster of galaxies. It is the most remote of the
NGGs, located 63,000 light years from our solar
system. It can be found in the sky about 4 degrees
west of galaxy M85.

The Moon and Solar System
The Moon: This month’s Full Moon - on May 7 - is
known as the “Flower Moon” for the lovely blooms that
burst forth in our gardens. I dedicate this year’s Flower
Moon to my mom, who finds inspiration in the
beautiful bouquets of spring. Last quarter (dark until
midnight) occurs May 14, and the New Moon: May 22.
Evenings: Planet Venus, which was at its brightest last
month, is now diminishing towards the western horizon
after sunset. It appears as a crescent in a telescope.
Mornings: Rising above the eastern the horizon earlier
and earlier this month are the outer planets - Jupiter…
then Saturn… then Mars - marching in-line across the
sky towards becoming nighttime objects later this
summer.

Stay safe… and… LOOK UP!

CAAA updates, photos, star charts, and more can be found on the CAAA website at http://caaastro.com.
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May 2020 Sky Map
Facing southward, looking straight up (+Zenith). The GNGs can be found around the dim constellation Coma
Berenices, between Leo and Bootes.
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