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“Meteorites and 
Extinction” 
             
                     by 

 
Dr Mike Simms, 

Look for elusive Mercury.  
April is a good month to try and find this most 
elusive of planets.  Follow the map below to 
locate it in the western sky shortly after sunset.  
This is its finest evening display of the year 
thanks to the steep angle of the ecliptic to the 

western horizon at sunset during the spring.  
Mercury  climbs well into the twilight sky 
offering northerners their best view in 2003, 
leaving aside the transit on May 7th! 

Jupiter visits the “Beehive” 
This is a fine sight in binoculars, a case of “two 
for one”!  By the time you read this Jupiter will 
already have started to move away again after 
its closest approach to the Beehive Cluster in 
Cancer which was on April 3rd.  This is just a 
chance line of sight as the cluster in question, 
M44, lies some 600 light-years away as against 
Jupiter’s 800 odd  million km!  M44 is one of 
the binocular sights in the sky and is made up 
of a loose gathering of nearly two dozen bright 
stars and a scattering of some fainter ones.  
From now until the end of May the scene will 
also include the brilliant Jupiter.  Try a nice 

telephoto shot similar to that below but with the 
real Jupiter in the picture, as this is just a 

marker to show you where to find it.   
 
An ordinary camera and tripod should work, 
but  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             Image: Akira Fujii. 

you will need to be able to use a few seconds 
exposure, or if you can drive the camera, even 
better. 
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4 Vesta with the naked eye. 
The asteroid 4 Vesta is just past opposition on 
March 26th, and is still technically visible to 
the naked eye as it makes a loop in the bowl of 
Virgo.  It will be visible throughout the summer 

by following the chart below.  In April and May 
it sweeps close to many galaxies in the “Virgo 
Cluster”, but will actually be higher in the sky 
during June and July.  It was at magnitude 5.9 
on March 27th, but by the end of April it should 
be around 6.4.  It will continue to fade during 
the summer and by the beginning of August it 
will be  at 7.6.   My own asteroid “9929 
McConnell” will be at opposition on May 4th, 
and is in the constellation of Libra.  It is not a 
good opposition as it is fairly low down and 
only reaches a magnitude of 16.7.  However, it 
should be visible to those who are using big 
scopes’ and CCD equipment.  A better 
opportunity comes on February 20th 2006 when 
it comes to within 1AU of the Earth.  For those 
who might be interested in trying to find it a 
chart is at the front table.  The easy way to find 
it is to look for (  ) Libra as it is very close to it 
at that time and just to its west.  In fact, it is 
only a few degrees south east of Vesta. 

 

What of the other planets? 
Venus is still just about visible in the morning 
sky but is now drawing in on the Sun, and  is 
actually visible in daylight if you know where to 

look.  Be careful though, that you don’t sweep 
up the sun trying! 

Mars rises about 2am at the end of the month. It 
moves from Sagittarius into Capricornus and 
brightening to magnitude 0 dominates that part 
of the sky.  By months end it will be nine 
arcseconds in diameter and it is slowly 
becoming easier to recognise its familiar surface 
features.  The moon passes close by on April 
23rd. 

Catch Saturn while you still can as it is 
beginning to sink into the evening twilight, and 
by months end will be difficult to observe.  The 
rings are tilted at their greatest angle towards 
us this month of 27 degrees.  As Saturn is now 
well past opposition check if you can see the 
shadow of the planet on the rings and vice 
versa. 

Uranus and Neptune are not favourably placed 
for observation.  

The Sun has been very active recently with a 
number of big naked eye spot groups visible,  
watch out for aurora we could have a big one at 
any time. 

Mercury in Transit. 
Before our next meeting on May 12th, there will 
be a transit of Mercury across the face of the 
Sun.  All of it will be visible, weather 
permitting. 

It starts at 06.12BST with greatest transit at 
08.52BST and ends at 11.31BST.  Charts for 
this event are available at the front table.  I well 
remember seeing the last May transit on May 
9th 1970, and I’m really looking forward to 
seeing it again.  If you have never seen a transit 
don’t miss it!  but be careful how you observe it.  
Use only the proper filters or projection.  Andy 
McCrea has a good supply of Mylar at 
reasonable prices so do avail of his services.  
Information at the front table.  

 Upcoming Meetings. 
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Our next meeting here in the school is on 
Monday May 12th the SECOND Monday.  The 
speaker is Mr John O’Neill from the IAS in 
Dublin.  The title of his lecture will be “Great 
Comets of the 20th Century” and starts as usual 
at 8pm.  Also, a date has been set for our 
“Planetarium/Telescope Day” which is 
Saturday June 7th.  We plan to run it from 
10am till 4pm, and we already have speakers 
doing short talks on and off throughout the day 
and of course the “Stardome” with Robert Hill 
from Armagh Planetarium.  I am happy to say 
that we are also having the support of Dr Andy 
McCrea of “North Down Telescopes”.  I will be 
able to say a lot more about this next month. 

Why not give us a talk? 
Over the last two seasons we have not had any 

of our 
own 

members giving a lecture to the Society, and as 
we are now already thinking of next season, if 
you think you have got what it takes to give a 
talk please get in touch, we would love to hear 
from you.  We will even split the meeting in two, 
if you think the whole meeting is too much for 
you to handle!  But don’t be shy, do come 
forward and let us know, we don’t bite! 

Brilliant New Website.  
A brilliant new website has been set up by 
member Mark Stronge from Comber, Co. Down. 
Mark is trying to combat the widespread 
nuisance of light pollution in Northern Ireland 
by bringing it to the attention of the general 

public and politicians alike.   Every astronomer 
knows full well just what its like to be observing 
in 

the back garden and all of a sudden the whole 
area is illuminated by some neighbour’s cheap 
security light throwing out 1000w over about 
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five gardens!  I know what its like, I have two 
next door, but as there is no legislation at 
present to curb the likes we have little or no say.  
The only way we can do something about it is to 
pester our MP’s and Councils in the hope that 
we might one day succeed.  Below is an image 
pinched from Mark’s site showing what Ireland 
looks like from space at night, see if you can  

 

find your area amidst all the pollution?  The 
EAAS wishes Mark well in his quest and 
supports him fully.  This has been a growing 
problem world wide, and if it continues the next 
generation wont be able to see the stars at all!  
Already some of the worlds largest observatories 
such as Mt. Palomar and Mt.Wilson are finding 
it difficult to observe with the ever increasing 
approach of Los Angeles and the surrounding 
cities. Nearer home the Armagh 
Observatory/Planetarium are experiencing the 
same difficulty, ask any of our members who go 
to the public telescope night’s.  Some of the 
observatory’s leaflets are at the front table.   
Check out the site at: 

www.darkskies4ni.co.uk 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              Clavius by Mark & Nigel Stronge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

           Eratosthenes by Mark & Nigel Stronge. 

  


